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  For all the strong, beautiful mommas with children who leave this world too soon.


  


  For all the soldiers who serve their country, returning with scars both visible and unseen.
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  “MMMHMMM…”


  “Oh yes baby just like that.”


  “You like that don’t you?”


  “Oh yes, don’t stop. Harder!”


  You know you’ve made it in life when you find yourself sitting in the back of a taco truck listening to the sweet sounds of a man and his mistress getting it on.


  As much as I didn’t find joy in listening or watching what I was recording, I had to admit life was going pretty well at the moment. My private investigation firm was building a solid client base and business was booming. When my best friend Evie and I decided to give this PI business a whirl three months ago I only dreamed we would form a decent side business. What I didn’t expect was building a full-time career. Evie didn’t expect to find the love of her life. I guess we’re both pleasantly surprised as to where this idea led.


  Our very first client led us to investigate Tate Reynolds, a well-liked trainer at a popular gym in Old Town. It was my bright idea for Evie to get closer to Tate, first through personal training, and then through friendship, to conduct a full background check.


  Because our PI firm specializes in investigating cases regarding matters of the heart, we sometimes receive strange requests. The entire reason we investigated Tate was to prove if he passed a laundry list of requirements set forth by a woman who wanted to snag him as her trophy husband. Evie and Tate ended up falling in love with each other through the process and although the truth of the situation almost ruined their relationship, they found a way back to each other.


  It was a bittersweet reunion because while I wanted nothing but happiness for Evie, I also hoped that she might see me as more than a best friend after moving back. I had served two terms with the Army and we kept in touch during that time. I’m still trying to be happy for the new couple. Admittedly, I find nothing wrong with Tate, and he treats Evie with love and respect. She’s happier than she’s ever been and I know that’s a result of the love she shares with him.


  Sometimes I just wish I didn’t have my face rubbed in their happiness every damn day.


  “Oh yes! That’s it, ride me!”


  I glance at the tablet and then turn away. I’m recording every second of this sordid love affair, but I don’t want to watch it. From online porn you get the impression that watching others fuck is a turn on, but the reality is that the natural act between most people is not a pretty sight. I turn down the volume a little.


  Bang bang bang. I jump in surprise at the sudden knocking from outside the van. The door rolls open revealing two beautiful, smiling faces.


  “I’ve got popcorn!”


  “I brought candy!”


  Evie and her best friend Kate climb inside and scoot next to my makeshift desk among the boxes of catering supplies lining the van. Each woman eagerly peers over one of my shoulders. They really brought snacks, and my stomach grumbles with excitement as the smell of melted butter fills the tight space.


  “Wow, they didn’t waste any time getting busy! I thought you said they were supposed to meet at six?” Evie leans forward, pulling a hair tie off her wrist and wrapping her long straight brown hair behind her.


  “I’m glad we weren’t any later, we would have missed the entire show.” Kate flips her blonde tresses over a shoulder. Pulling a bag of candy from her purse she tears the package. A shrill scream gains our attention.


  The girls gape at the screen. I grimace. “Not much of a show if you ask me.”


  “Yeah, more like horror show… what the fuck is he doing to that poor woman?” Kate pops a chocolate in her mouth.


  “I don’t know. I stopped trying to understand people and the reasons for what they do a long time ago. Hey, QT, aren’t you supposed to watch the boys tonight? I wasn’t expecting you. Not that I mind.”


  “Would you stop calling me that?” Evie rolls her bright blue eyes. The nickname was one I bestowed upon her back in high school when her lack of coordination had her tripping, hence Quick Trip aka QT. She says she’s outgrown it, but I think it fits her perfectly.


  “Yeah, I was supposed to watch them but Carly was able to leave her shift early. Since Tate already had a full night of classes and clients booked I thought I’d come stake out with you. But it looks like we won’t be here much longer. Mr. Bigtime seems to be losing steam.”


  Carly was Tate’s sister and she and her two sons, Eli and Ezra lived with Tate. I didn’t know the details, but she split with her ex and was raising their two young boys as a single mom. It’s an unconventional living arrangement, but they are a package deal when it comes to Tate. Evie doesn’t seem to mind. In fact she often volunteers to watch the boys when Carly works a late shift at the hospital. I’ve met the boys a few times and they are good kids.


  Glancing at the screen I have to agree with Evie. Mr. Brian Culler seems more of a talker than a showman. He’s well on his way to finishing and I’m not sure his mistress is appreciative. The man is dripping streams of sweat onto her body as he pumps vigorously. Even with the sound turned down the rhythmic sounds of skin slapping fills the van. I’m pretty sure she isn’t getting much pleasure from the experience but her cries of ecstasy don’t support my assessment.


  “So how’d you get that camera in the room without anyone noticing?” Kate asks. She’s stuffing her face with popcorn and watching the screen with rapt attention, missing her mouth with several pieces for each handful.


  Kate is Evie’s best friend and the three of us were close friends in high school. Kate and I grew apart after I left for boot camp and I’m still adjusting to the outrageous, sexy, promiscuous woman she’s become. She’s beautiful and alluring with her perfectly constructed outfits, made up face, and blonde hair. I find her attractive physically, but I don’t want to. I don’t condone her slutty behavior and it’s my biggest turn off. The few times I’ve felt a connection since moving back are moments when she seems more like the girl I knew before. These don’t last long and are doused by the reality of the woman she is today.


  Kate’s tenacity and gab skills are the reason we even gave this business of PI work a try in the first place. We’ve crowned her sort of an honorary member of the investigative team. Although she doesn’t work with us she often tags along to business meetings or helps out when needed. Without her savvy we would’ve never stumbled into this business. I owe her for that.


  “It wasn’t too hard. I bribed the cleaning crew with forty bucks and they let me in the room a few hours ago.”


  “Forty bucks? That’s it?”


  “This place charges by the hour Kate. You can get a room for sixty bucks a night. I’m pretty sure murders have been committed in that room. The staff isn’t paid well enough to care.”


  “Yeah, I guess you’re right there. But how did you know what room they’d be assigned?” Her blue eyes flick back to the show.


  “I’ve been tailing this guy for weeks and every Tuesday and Thursday while his wife attends community college he meets his mistress in the same room at the exact same time. Six o’clock in room nine.”


  She pops another handful into her mouth. “Sixty-nine. Nice.”


  “Yeah, a real romantic this guy.” I roll my eyes. More like disgusting.


  “Some girls don’t want romance. Some just want a night of passion. I get that.” Kate grins.


  “Yeah, I’ve no doubt.” Muttering I reach over to grab a handful of popcorn. Kate pulls the bag out of my reach.


  “What is that supposed to mean?” Her voice is hard and accusing. I return her glare and wrestle the bag from her hands.


  “You know exactly what it means. I get that you prefer the one night stand over anything meaningful. Maybe if you—”


  “Children, enough!” Evie plays referee. I’m usually more polite with other people, but Kate gets under my skin and I can’t help but end up in an argument. Our attention is brought back to the screen as the chorus of shrill screams and grunts gains volume.


  “Oh god! Oh god! Oh… yes! Yes! Don’t stop!”


  “Is she faking?” I question the girls.


  “Oh, she’s faking it.” Kate nods.


  “Totally faking.” Evie agrees.


  The couple on screen separates and Mr. Culler rolls to the side, working to catch his breath. His mistress stretches, running her claw-like nails up and down his chest. She licks his sweat covered heaving chest. “Hey baby, can you get it up another round?”


  “Ha! See! Faking!” Evie laughs and points to the screen. I have all the intel and evidence I need to get back to Mrs. Culler who is planning on using it to extort an impressive settlement in their impending split. I don’t feel sorry this bastard doesn’t see it coming either. Good for her. I begin packing up my gear.


  “Do you ladies want to join me for dinner and a beer? I say we celebrate the close of another successful case.”


  “Oh yes! But no health food please… let’s go somewhere that’s sure to give me heartburn and indigestion.” Evie grins.


  “How about your favorite pizza joint, Joe’s?”


  “Oh god yes, you know me so well. It’s like you can read my mind.” She gushes and Kate and I laugh. The woman loves her pizza.


  “Alright. I’ve gotta drop the van back by Fernando’s so I’ll just meet you there.”


  “Tell me again how you ended up in a Fernando’s catering van?” Kate puzzles.


  Evie pipes in to answer. “Oh, it’s one of the places Tate and I stop in to eat at from time to time and he knows the owners pretty well. They overheard me talking to Tate about needing to find a van for undercover work and we struck an agreement. They let us lease it for a fraction of the cost of purchasing our own vehicle as long as we only use it during the times they aren’t catering. Since most of their catering takes place during lunch hours it’s a sweet deal.”


  “That’s awesome.”


  “Plus we get free tacos and you know how I feel about free food.”


  “Okay, ladies, I’m all packed up so unless you’re riding with me, out you go.” I reach over and pop open the back door before making my way toward the front. Evie and Kate jump out onto the pavement.


  Kate shouts, “See you soon, Mr. Army!” before slamming the door shut. I hate when she calls me that. It’s like she’s mocking my choice to spend eight years of my life serving this county. I’m sure that’s not her intent but it grates on me every time she does. I’ve thought about telling her, but with the kind of relationship we have she’d probably just use the term more often.


  I start up the van and put the gear into drive, making my way toward Fernando’s. I crank the local country station, indulging my guilty pleasure of a little Keith Urban while I drive. Singing along to the heartfelt lyrics puts me in a hell of a good mood.


  This is the good life. As much as it’s sad to find proof of another man cheating on his wife, I’m coasting the little high I get from solving another case. Besides, it’s the stupid bastard’s choice to cheat on his wife of fifteen years, not mine, so kudos to me for finding the hard evidence.


  The one thing I know for certain, from both my time in the Army and still young career as a PI, is that people make horrible and selfish choices in life when no one’s looking. People may seem to have it all together but everyone has skeletons hiding in their closets. Is it so wrong I enjoy shining the light on those deep dark secrets? I don’t think so and any resulting consequences from my part in exposure doesn’t weigh on my conscience. If people live honestly they won’t have these kinds of problems to begin with.


  I pull into the lot of Fernando’s alongside my sleek black Ford F150. We have our own set of keys as part of the lease agreement so I climb into my truck and make the short drive to Joe’s Pizzeria. It’s an Arizona summer night, so even with the sun setting it’s hotter than hell outside. I’m glad my stake out in the van was short lived.


  It’s a Wednesday evening and the parking lot at Joe’s is more barren than usual. This place is a total dive, but serves amazing pizza and wings. Evie insists we have at least one meeting a week here. She likes to argue it’s a good place to meet because hardly anyone ever dines in the place and it gives us the privacy we need while discussing clients. I suspect she just loves the pizza. Joe’s makes most of their money off of takeout and delivery, because understandably most don’t come here for the ambiance.


  The girls have already commandeered the back corner booth when I walk inside. They are laughing, Evie telling Kate a story involving crazy hand gestures. I have to smile, I really am lucky to consider these two friends. I slide into the booth next to Kate as Evie finishes a story about Tate’s nephews. I pour myself a beer from the pitcher on the table and take a long cool sip.


  “Hits the spot doesn’t it?” Kate grins, taking a drink from her own glass.


  Joe comes by with a giant pizza, “The usual for my favorite customers!” he says in his booming voice.


  “Aw thanks Joe, but I wonder if you say that to all your customers?” Evie bats her eye lashes with a grin, earning a deep chuckle from Joe. “Only the beautiful ones, my dear. Enjoy!” He shuffles back into the kitchen.


  Evie inhales, moving her face close to the steaming pie. “So damn good.” She breathes deeply again and I shake my head. Kate rolls her eyes.


  “Whatever, Evie. You can’t act like pizza is sex when we all know you are getting fucked properly from your hot boyfriend.” Evie blushes and busies herself with dishing out slices. Kate’s teasing but her comment is irritating. Logically I know Evie and Tate are sleeping together but I don’t enjoy hearing about it.


  “Change of subject please.” I glare before starting on my slice. Damn, this pizza is good. Evie moans as she takes a bite. Kate and I both give her a look and she wipes her mouth before apologizing. “Sorry! Sorry. I know I’m overly excited about the pizza. It’s just so good every single time. I’ll stop with the noises, I swear.”


  “So, Kate,” I ask, “How are things going at work?” Kate looks up with surprise, a faint smile crossing her face, blue eyes sparkling.


  “Very well, in fact the owners want to expand the studio space. I helped them put in bids on two different locations last week. We hope to hear back soon.”


  “Will you keep the current location open?” Evie asks.


  “That’s the only drawback… we are bidding on spaces in the North Valley because that’s the clientele they want to focus on working with, but if we end up getting one of the sites we will relocate and close the downtown office by the end of the year.” Kate shrugs and takes a drink. “I mean, it’s great for the studio and the owners have already informed me a raise would be involved, but I’ll really miss my five minute commute to work.”


  “Yeah, that sucks.” I agree. I still don’t know exactly what it is Kate does but it’s something to do with the studio’s public relations and keeping clients happy.


  Evie pulls her phone out and is grinning from ear to ear at whatever she’s viewing. She glances from the screen to Kate and I. “Hey friends, I hate to dine and dash but Tate just texted me. His client canceled and he has an hour until his last session of the day. I told him I’d come by and keep him company until he gets off work. Jon, is there any way you can drive Kate home? I picked her up on the way tonight.” She waits for my reply with hopeful eyes and I turn to Kate who looks a little put off by the request.


  “Yeah, I can drive Kate home. Kate, you okay with that?”


  “Yeah, fine. I guess.” She pushes her half eaten slice around her plate with a fork.


  “I’m sorry Kate, but you know I hardly ever get one on one time with him during the week. If you don’t want me to go I’ll let him know I can’t make it.”


  “No, no. Don’t be silly, I can put up with a ride from Jon as long as he promises no angry music on the ride home. Go, enjoy the sexy boyfriend!”


  Evie smiles and quickly tosses her phone in her bag, pulling out her car keys in record time. “Thanks, you two are the best! Bye!” She’s out the door leaving us together in the booth, sitting side by side which is now uncomfortable because no one sits across.


  “Well, I guess more beer for us.” Kate forces a laugh, reaching for the pitcher and filling her own glass. She gestures to my glass.


  “No, I’m good for now.” I take another slice and shovel it in my mouth. I wrack my brain for something to say. When Evie’s around the conversation flows comfortably between the three of us, but when she’s absent it feels stilted. Glancing over Kate looks as clueless as I feel. Honestly I’m sure I bore her. Kate’s a fireball of energy and always has some crazy tale to tell. I’m just a simple guy never knowing what to talk about.


  “So…” I look around the dingy dining space.


  “So…” Kate adds.


  “How about this weather we’ve been having?”


  Kate bursts into laughter and I grin, glad to have broken the odd tension between us.


  “So… how are you really doing with this whole Evie and Tate being wildly in love thing?” Kate props her hand under her chin and turns to meet my eyes. I don’t know how to answer her. I don’t want Evie to know that I struggle with being happy for her and Tate.


  “Is this answer on or off the record?” I raise a brow.


  “I’m not a reporter.” She smirks.


  “Yeah, but you are best friends with my roommate…”


  “Okay, now you’ve got me interested. Fine, no reporting to my bestie. What do you think of Tate and Evie?”


  “I can’t find anything wrong with Tate and he treats her well so I’m happy for her.” The silence stretches.


  “But?” Kate circles her hand, encouraging me to continue.


  “But, I can’t help but envy them a little. To find someone so perfect who loves you unconditionally. It’s pretty awesome and I hate feeling like an outsider, but when they spend time at the apartment together I can’t help but feel out of place. The third wheel. Stupid, I know. Forget I said that.”


  “No, that’s not stupid Jon and I completely get what you’re saying. I agree with you even. Shocking, I know.” She playfully nudges my shoulder. “I want nothing but the best for Evie. She sure as hell deserves it. I just miss her a little because now they’re together it cuts into the time we used to spend together. As it should, I mean, the man is fucking hot, has a humble soul, and loves her.”


  I nod but stop to grumble. “I wouldn’t call him fucking hot.”


  Kate snorts, “Well, he is. But don’t worry, I’ve never once doubted your manhood.” She pats my arm condescendingly and I shrug off her touch, finishing my last bite. I push my plate back from the table and wipe my hands and face with a napkin. Kate’s already finished.


  “You ready to roll?” I ask and she nods. We scoot out of the booth and walk to my truck. I unlock the doors with a click of a button.


  After Kate’s buckled up I turn the ignition and my “angry music” as she likes to call it, streams through the speakers at full volume. “No! Please God, no!” She screams over the speakers covering her ears with both hands. I laugh, turning down the volume to a more reasonable level.


  “Okay, princess, your pick.” I wave to the controls and she rolls her eyes.


  “Do not call me princess, I fucking hate that.”


  “Yes ma’am.” I quip.


  “Ma’am, what am I fucking ancient? How about you just stick with Kate?”


  Chuckling I shake my head. I love getting her all worked up. Probably why we can’t spend much time together without fighting. Although, I wonder if she enjoys it too. I decide not to say anything to egg her on when she settles for a pop station I hate.


  It’s a ten minute drive max. Nine, if the stoplights align in my favor. I lift a silent prayer and push my foot on the accelerator, anxious to get her home just to give my bleeding ears reprieve.
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  JON INSISTS ON WALKING UP to my apartment. He doesn’t like my neighborhood. I’ll never admit that he’s correct in being a little concerned. We don’t have security in this building and it’s in an older, recently revitalized area. The developers and city worked to make it safe but we struggle with crime. Remnants of the neighborhood it was before.


  I fell in love with the apartment the moment I walked inside almost four years ago. The loft studio is clean and modern, hardwood floors mixed with white walls and floor to ceiling windows make the space seem larger than it actually is.


  As we ride the elevator up to the fifth floor in silence I wonder what to do with the rest of my evening. It’s too early to sleep but I’ve no desire to go out. I don’t feel like watching television either. Maybe I’ll find a good book to snuggle up with for the night.


  The doors open and I stroll down the hall with Jon following at my right. “I feel like hot shit right now. My own personal body guard walking me to my door.”


  “Yeah, just don’t ask me to call in backup, ’cause we don’t have any.” He jokes. His gait is casual, but his shoulders tense as his eyes dart, alert and ready to take on any danger.


  “You wouldn’t call for help even if your shirt was on fire.” I snicker.


  “True.” He smiles. “Some even say I don’t play well with others. Probably due to the fact I’m an only child. I never had to share.”


  I slide my key inside the lock and open the door, walking inside to flip the lights. Jon takes his job as my personal protector seriously, scanning the room, even walking over to check the bathroom. He nods, everything meeting approval.


  “You know I walk into my apartment alone most nights, right?” He runs a hand over his short hair.


  “Jeez Kate, don’t remind me. You really need to find a place in a safer neighborhood.”


  “But I love it here.” I pout.


  “Yeah, I’m not sure you’ll love being robbed, or worse.” He glares and I look away, not wanting to think about those possibilities.


  “You worry too much! I’ve lived here for years and nothing bad has happened. To me anyway.” I mumble the last part.


  “Yeah. Not helping your case.” Jon laughs.


  I shake my head in frustration. This is an argument neither of us will win. I know the neighborhood isn’t ideal, but I feel safe most nights and love my own space.


  “Do you want to stay a little while and have a drink? I’m not sure I can sleep yet and wouldn’t mind the company.”


  Jon’s eyebrows raise. “Yeah, sure. I could go for a beer.”


  I walk to the small kitchen. It’s basically the length of one short wall in my rectangular studio. It sports a countertop, dishwasher, and refrigerator. I use the coffee table to eat as there isn’t any room for a proper dining table, preferring a sofa and chairs for company rather than a table. I pull two beers from the stainless steel fridge, handing one to Jon and twisting the cap off my own.


  “Have you been taking on much surveillance these days?” I ask and Jon nods, taking a swig before answering. I lean a hip against the granite countertop.


  “Yeah, I’m out most evenings now that we keep gaining new clients. I actually had to turn down a contract job from Scottsdale PD last week because my schedule is already booked.” His words lace with excitement and a genuine full smile fills his face.


  “That’s great, Jon. I am so happy this entire PI business is going well for you and Evie. I don’t know how you hold up in the back of a delivery van like that every night, though. That would drive me nuts!”


  “Well, it’s not always the taco van.” He winks. “Most nights I just take my truck. Just depends on what kind of investigation is taking place. But I’ll take these jobs any day. Yeah, sure they can be boring sometimes, but I’m a sick bastard because I get a high off busting people for lying, cheating, and committing crimes.” He’s beaming.


  “Do you ever get turned on by watching people have sex?” I ask curiously.


  “No.” His brow furrows into a scowl.


  “No? I would understand with the couple you were following today because, come on, he was just gross and had like no skills in the bedroom and her screaming would make my dick retreat. If I had a dick. But you’ve got to come across some really hot sex sometimes.”


  At his pause and sudden need to study the label on his beer bottle I know he’s holding back something.


  “Come on.” I coax. “You can tell me. You know I won’t judge you. I’m just curious is all. I mean, that’s got to be kinda hard. Pun intended. After watching phenomenal sex on screen or behind a pair of binoculars and then going home alone. That has to suck.”


  “You know not everyone needs a random hookup just because they’re feeling horny, Kate.” His lofty response still doesn’t answer my question.


  “I know. I’m just saying… I’m just wondering…”


  “Why?”


  “Why what?”


  “Why are you just wondering about that?”


  “I guess I’m just curious. I know you don’t bring any women home, Evie has told me you don’t. I just think that’d be lonely. I didn’t take you for the celibate type.”


  “I haven’t taken a vow or anything. I just don’t see the point in random hook ups. When I’m intimate with someone I’d like to know more than her name. I want to really know the woman, be attracted to more than her body. I’d have to appreciate her mind, her ability to hold a conversation without making me want to stab myself.”


  “Sounds like you’ve had such positive dating experiences.” I say sweetly.


  “Ha!” He grins. “Yeah, something like that.”


  “You know it’s not easy for women either. We have to keep our body looking in top shape, both in and out of clothes, meanwhile striking the perfect balance of being desirable without being a slut, being fun without overbearing, being independent without making a man feel that he’s not in total control. And then there is the whole waxing business. Don’t even get me started on the pain we endure just to be perfectly smooth for your pleasure. It’s not fair!”


  “You wax?” He clears his throat.


  “Of course I wax. Well, I don’t do it per say. I go to a woman and she and I avoid eye contact as she tortures my entire va-jay-jay region.”


  Jon looks away, tilting his beer to his lips. He takes three long pulls to finish, slamming the glass bottle onto the counter.


  “You want another?” I tilt my bottle, finishing the contents with one last swig.


  “Yeah, that would be good.”


  I turn, grabbing two more beers from the fridge. I hand Jon one, and open my own, reaching out to click the necks against each other before gulping a mouthful. The liquid runs cold and decadent down my throat.


  “So is it talking about vaginas that make you uncomfortable or is it the waxing of them?”


  The contents of Jon’s mouth spew, beer splashing my arms and the front of my blouse as well as the floor space between us.


  “Oh fuck! Kate, I’m sorry!”


  I giggle. I love messing with Jon and am rarely able to catch him off guard. His apologetic demeanor for spitting beer changes to one of annoyance as I can’t help but laugh at the mess he’s made.


  “I’m sorry! I just couldn’t help myself. I didn’t think you’d soak me in beer though!”


  Jon moves to the sink, turning the faucet to wet a dishcloth before dropping to his hands and knees, wiping the splattered hardwood floor. I unbutton my blouse and peel it off, wiping my sticky arms with the soiled fabric before tossing it into the sink. I’ll soak it later and hopefully get the stains out.


  Jon stands, turning back to the sink. His eyes land on my discarded top and he hisses a breath. His chin lifts and I’m met with predatory intent. Raking his eyes up and down my body, Jon takes in my black lace corset bra with a look I don’t recognize. My skin heats, breath catches, and body buzzes with energy.


  I’m still wearing my black knee length skirt and Jimmy Choo pumps. All the important parts of me are fully covered. I wouldn’t have stripped in front of him otherwise, but the way he’s looking me has all my girlie parts tingling in excitement.


  “This is a bad idea.” He growls.


  “What is?”


  “This.” Jon stalks towards me in two strides, gripping the back of my head with both hands before slamming his lips to mine. His mouth moves with determined purpose, quickly working his tongue against my own.


  His hard strong body presses close. Hands move from my hair down the sides of my arms, brushing over the skin gently before resting at my hips with a light squeeze. He pulls me closer and groans.


  It’s too much. I’m not thinking straight because as much as I want Jon, I never in a million years expect to have him. I know that he’s still harboring feelings for our friend Evie, and I’ll never allow myself to become someone’s second place or consolation prize. I value my heart too much to let that happen.


  Jon’s hands move to cup my ass and he’s doing something distractingly delicious with his lips, alternating between long and hard kisses to short soft bites against my lower lip. Oh, fuck, that feels good.


  Raising my hands so they’re firmly planted against his chest, I shove. It only separates us by a few inches but gives me the space to calm my racing heart and reorganize my thoughts. Bringing one hand to my face, my fingertips graze the swollen skin from his aggressive kisses. Jon’s brows furrow.


  “I’m sorry Kate. I thought you wanted this.” His hands drop from my waist.


  “I do.” I whisper. “I just don’t know if you want it as much as I do.”


  “You’re not sure if I want you?” I nod.


  Jon imprisons my eyes with his sharp gaze. “I want you so fucking much. I think about you all the time. I think about you even when I don’t want to.”


  I gulp nervously and lick my lips. They suddenly feel dry as I breathe roughly through my mouth. He’s stealing my resolve. I never give in, but I want to with him. Maybe I can let myself have him, just this one time.


  Jon wraps my hand in his own and grips it over his straining erection. He moves our hands together up and down the hard length of his cock, still covered in his jeans. Even through the stiff fabric I can feel how long and big he is. I lick my lips again, this time in eagerness.


  “This. This is what you do to me Kate. I want you, make no mistake.”


  His hand leaves mine to trace the front of my lingerie, cupping my breasts in his large hands. I continue to stroke him. His head dips, kissing and sucking the skin on my neck. My head falls back, giving him better access and I clutch the waistband of his jeans. I work my fingers to quickly unbutton and unzip them, reaching inside to grasp the soft skin around his hard length.


  He halts my progress by bending down low. I squeal as he picks me up over his shoulder. My ass is high up in the air and my head hangs upside down over his back. He slaps my butt making me yelp again.


  “Bed. Now.”


  He walks us over to my mattress. It sits atop a simple platform in one corner of the room, a small privacy screen dividing the space from the rest of the studio. Despite what people think, I rarely have company. The bustle of the city sounds through the large tinted windows.


  Jon drops me on the bed and crawls over me, kissing my lips and stealing my breath before moving down my body. He sucks and nips across my neck and barely concealed breasts, pulling down the lace cups to suck each nipple one at a time into his greedy mouth. I feel worshiped and my panties soak in anticipation.


  His hands find the zipper to my skirt and tugs. He stands from the bed, pulling my skirt off leaving me only in my bra and matching lace thong. I reach to pull off my heels but Jon halts me with his hand.


  “No, these stay on. You’re my personal fucking wet dream, Kate, and I’m going to memorize every second.”


  He makes quick work of his clothes and stands before me at the edge of the bed in all his glory. I’ve seen a lot of cocks and his is larger than average. I swallow in an attempt to clear my watering mouth.


  “Condom.” I croak out. “We need a condom.”


  “Do you have any?” He asks and I nod, remembering I have a few stashed in my bathroom cabinet.


  “I’ll be right back.”


  I scramble from the bed with as much grace as I can muster and make my way into the small bathroom. I open the cabinet and search, haphazardly knocking over a few things as I finally unearth the box. I catch my own reflection in the mirror.


  I look wanton, I look thoroughly fucked, and I don’t look like me. And we haven’t even done the deed yet. My heart skips a beat making me question if this is a good idea. I want him. God, I’ve always wanted Jon.


  “Don’t be such a chicken shit!” I whisper to my reflection. I need this. I deserve this. God damn it I’m going to enjoy this. I take a deep breath and enter the room, box in hand. As soon as my eyes find his my breath catches. He stands waiting at the foot of my bed and the intensity of his gaze cause my steps to falter.


  “Come here, Kate.” He commands and I strut slowly to him, purposefully swinging my hips with each step, knowing I look damn good in these heels and lingerie. Daily yoga practice yields a stellar body.


  When I reach Jon he smiles before kissing me on the lips, taking the box of condoms from my hands. He grabs my hips, turning and bending me over. I reach my arms out to the bed, catching myself from falling. I can feel him move behind me.


  “You ready for me, Kate?”


  I tense and he surprises me by moving my thong to the side and runs his tongue between my wet and swollen folds. Spending a few moments to lick and suck me here, making me groan in pleasure.


  “So fucking hot.” He murmurs. I feel his body brush the backs of my legs as he stands and gives my ass a little spank. He reaches over to grab the box and unwrap a condom. I’ve imagined this moment countless times since I first began crushing on this man back in high school. I always thought if we made love it would be more romantic or I could at least see his face.


  Jon picks up on my nerves, running one of his hands up and down my back. The other moves between my wetness, sliding two fingers inside.


  “So ready for me to fuck you. Don’t worry Kate, this will feel good.”


  He moves his fingers and replaces them with his hard length. He stretches me as he fills me, moving in and out with slow thrusts until he’s fully sheathed inside. We both groan at the sensation.


  “So fucking tight.” He hisses.


  He grips one of my hips with one of his hands for balance and uses the other to reach around, finding my clit with his index finger to rub in steady circles. He thrusts in and out, quickening his pace.


  I moan loudly.


  “Yeah that’s it, Kate. Let me know what you like. Tell me what you want.”


  His words spur on my pleasure.


  “Harder, Jon. Fuck me harder.” I beg.


  He moves with renewed purpose and drops the hand on my hip. He bends over me, fitting his chest over my back. He weaves a hand into the hair at the nape of my neck and tugs. My head arches with the rest of my body. His lips find my ear, licking and whispering sweet words.


  “So good, Kate. You are so good.”


  His words push me over the edge and our bodies slap together with sweat and desire. I come hard, screaming out his name. A few thrusts later Jon follows me with his own release. He pulls out and stands, pulling me with him.


  Jon turns my body and kisses me, rubbing his hands up and down and all over my back as his tongue dances with mine. His continued enthusiasm has me turned on and ready for a round two. I never experience this. Sex with Jon is intense but also exciting. I want more.


  After a few minutes of kissing he finally releases me from his hold.


  “Let me take care of this.” He motions the condom he’s now holding and I nod as he goes into my bathroom. I’m spent. Turned on, but spent. I lay in the middle of the bed. Jon is amazing. The best sex of my life.


  I smile as Jon comes back into the room. I roll to my side and pat the space beside me on the bed. He grins and walks over to the bed, grabbing his pair of discarded boxer briefs before joining me. I’m a little disappointed that he’s covered up, I like this man naked and was enjoying the free show.


  “So, how does this go?”


  His softly spoken words confuse me. I’m relaxed and replaying the ecstasy we’ve just experienced in my head. His words pull me from my daze.


  “What?”


  “Like what’s the protocol here. How does this usually go? Do I stay or should I leave?”


  Oh. My mind quickly fills in the gaps as I realize what he’s asking me. He thinks I fuck around, that I do this on a regular basis. That this means nothing to me. My gut twists at the knowledge. Of course he does. I’ve led everyone to believe it.


  I shouldn’t be surprised. I’m just disappointed. Disappointed that he doesn’t feel the same as I do. That I’ve let my hopes get wrapped into the pleasure we’ve just shared.


  If he really knew everything. About me. About how I felt about him. He wouldn’t have stayed. I was sure of it. I school my features and smile my most practiced alluring smile.


  “That’s up to you Mr. Army. I got what I needed, but I won’t turn down a round two if you’re offering.” I’m disgusted at my own words, they’re in direct contrast to the feelings bouncing around inside, but I refuse to give him any more than I already have tonight. He doesn’t want to talk about feelings anyway. He just wanted to fuck.


  His face is unreadable as he leans forward and gives my lips one last tender and soft kiss. He pulls back and tries to meet my eyes. I turn my face, choosing to study the thread count of the sheets instead. I have a well-practiced facade, but I feel entirely too vulnerable in this moment. I can’t handle his scrutiny.


  “Okay, I should probably go then. Thank you, Kate.” Jon speaks in a low tone and rolls off the bed to stand. He dresses swiftly.


  I stand, pulling my short satin robe from the bedside on over my lingerie, wrapping the tie around my waist in a loose knot. I glance at Jon to find him staring. I can’t help but blush. He stalks towards me until mere inches separate our bodies. I strain my neck to meet his gaze.


  He looks into my eyes before dropping his gaze to my lips. He doesn’t move to kiss me which confuses me. His expression unreadable and penetrating. We stand like this for what feels likes minutes, though it’s probably only seconds.


  “We should probably talk about what happened tonight.” He finally speaks.


  “We fucked. There we talked about it.” He runs his hands over his head.


  “You know what I mean Kate. This is going to affect our friendship. Are we going to keep this private or tell other people we slept together?” I roll my eyes.


  “Yeah, I get it. I just don’t see how this changes anything since we aren’t best buddies to begin with and I don’t know why the hell we would tell anyone about this. Unless you are meaning Evie.”


  “Well she is a close friend to both of us.”


  “Oh, god. Did you fuck me to make her jealous?” I feel sick to my stomach.


  “What? No!” He scowls and shakes his head.


  “I swear to God Jon if you lie to me right now I will cut off your balls before you leave this apartment. Was this just to make her jealous?” Hands clenched at my sides my body shakes with anger.


  “No. Although if you want a man to tell the truth it helps to not threaten his genitals, just saying.” He grins. “Look, I just want to make sure things won’t be weird the next time we all hang out together. I don’t think it’s anyone’s damn business what two consenting adults do in the privacy of their own home. I only want to make sure that’s what you want.”


  “Okay good.” I cross my arms around my waist.


  “Good.” He leans down so that our foreheads touch and lightly skims his fingers over the satin of my robe. His scent stirs desire low in my belly. I inhale, committing to memory the smell of sex and sweat and something else that is uniquely Jon. “This doesn’t change anything. I am sure we will be back to irritating the hell out of each other tomorrow, but I had fun tonight, Kate. Lots of fun.”


  He rocks back on his heels, releasing me from his hold and walks to the door. I follow behind. I bite back the urge to tell him not to go and beg him to stay the night. The fact that I even want to say those things scares me enough to keep my mouth shut.


  I was never able to think rationally when it came to Jon. My want for him has always clouded my judgment. Tonight was a mistake, I’m sure of it. If things were different maybe we could have something together, but it would never work. And I don’t deserve him. Jon opens the door and turns to wave, calling out, “good night,” in the hallway before stepping into the elevator. I shut and lock my door.


  My control slips and I practically run to my yoga mat. I ceremoniously roll the foam sheet onto the hardwood floor, already feeling my soul grounding. A few breaths into my flow and I’m once again centered. Being with Jon tonight unsettles the foundation of my heavily guarded heart. I take the experience and shelve it to a place deep inside myself and vow to not visit often.


  With quiet acceptance of the night I understand I’m not meant to have him. I’ll move forward without fixating on the disappointment. My practice drives all thoughts from my head as I connect to my breath. I don’t know how long I’m on my mat but by the time I finish I’m exhausted, physically and mentally. Sleep comes easily as my head meets the pillow.
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  CHICKEN SHIT. I’M BEING A total chicken shit.


  It’s been thirteen days since Kate Bryant rocked my world. She was incredible in bed and I couldn’t get the damn woman out of my thoughts. Like a fucking coward I’d been successfully avoiding any direct contact with her. It was easier this way. I could avoid my feelings.


  Today I have to face the music because Evie’s arranged an informal dinner in our apartment. She asked me to cook, thank God, because while Evie’s great at many things, preparing food is not one of them. I agreed, not wanting to seem weird or act different than I normally would, but inside I wanted to shout a resounding no.


  Being stuck across the table from Kate and her infuriating and sensuous mouth for the next two hours seems cruel and unnecessary punishment. Especially since at the end of the evening I’ll be subjected to Evie and her boyfriend Tate stealing hot glances back and forth until I go to bed alone.


  I’d rather go to bed with Kate.


  Yep, that’s a problem. I can’t drive the images of our one night stand from my mind. The mere act of washing my hands invokes graphic illustrations of skin on skin, wet, needing, wanting. Damn it. There are so many ways I’d like to have her. And with a body like Kate’s my mind conjures endless possibilities.


  Focus. I need to focus. Back to chopping veggies, I toss it all together for the Asian salad and everything’s prepared. The brown rice is steaming, and teriyaki chicken and steak skewers baking in the oven. At least the food will be good.


  The doorbell rings and I know it’s Tate because Kate never uses the bell. She still has a key from when Evie lived here solo and would let herself in whenever she wanted. Evie jogs down the hall in a pair of bright green shorts and a black tank. “Coming!” she shouts, throwing open the locks. She swings the door open revealing a smiling Tate Reynolds.


  Jumping into his arms, he catches her with a big hug. Tate’s the same height as I am, just over six feet tall with a strong muscular physique due to his full-time career as a personal trainer and fitness instructor at a local gym. He has tattoos all over his chest and upper arms. Whereas Tate’s hard and lean, Evie’s soft and luscious. She’s beautiful at five foot seven with her curvy figure and long super straight brown hair. Their opposites complement the other. He makes her happy and in turn I’ve conceded my feelings toward Evie.


  There was a time a few months ago that I’d hoped she would want to begin a romantic relationship with me. Watching them together enlightens that Evie and Tate are meant to be. I’m only a little jealous because I hope to find that for myself one day.


  The happy couple enters the kitchen holding hands. “Hey man, how’s it going?” I offer Tate a greeting.


  “No complaints here. Life is good. Dinner smells good, man. Thanks for cooking and having me over.” Tate takes a seat at the small kitchen table. Evie busies herself in the kitchen, grabbing plates and silverware to set the small dining table.


  “Yeah, no problem. I’m glad you have a night off to spend with us.” A rarity since Tate works evenings and helps his sister out with her boys during much of his free time.


  Sticking a thermometer inside the meat I estimate another five minutes until it’s done. “Evie, you have an ETA on Kate? Dinner’s almost ready.” Our front door swings open with a loud bang. Lifting my chin to a frazzled, wild-eyed Kate waltzing through the threshold.


  “I just got the worst news of my life. Well not worst news, but close to it! I’m being kicked out of my apartment! What the hell am I going to do?” Kate rants her way inside, throwing her bag on the couch and coming over to give Evie a big hug. She nods a greeting at Tate, then me. Her head swings back to Evie.


  “I’m homeless!” Kate throws her head in her hands and Evie pats her on the back.


  “Okay drama mama, start at the beginning. What happened and why are you being kicked out of your apartment?”


  “It all started with pussy.”


  Tate nearly drops the glass of water he’s holding. I slam the salad bowl on the counter. Kate’s head lifts and her shoulders droop.


  “What?” Evie barks.


  “Pussy. Always the damn pussy. Making my life complicated.” Kate muses to herself, eyes raised to the ceiling.


  “Kate Guinevere Bryant! What the hell are you talking about?” Evie grips Kate’s shoulders and gives a slight shake earning her full eye contact. “Get to the point. You are giving the boys a heart attack with all this pussy talk.” It’s true, well, she has our complete attention to say the least.


  “Wait. Your middle name is Guinevere. How did I not know this?” I interrupt.


  “My mom had a thing for King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table—the Monty Python version. Weird I know.” Kate waves a hand, tossing her blonde locks over one tan shoulder.


  “That explains a lot.” I mutter.


  “Okay, so back to the pussy problem.” She blows out an exaggerated breath. “Well, the entire ordeal started when this damn cat decided to go and have her babies in the vent shaft between the third and fourth floors of my building.”


  A collective “ahh” sounds as the lightbulb goes off. That pussy.


  “Mrs. Vanlandingham called the super because she kept hearing them crying. Then, the fire department was called out to try and rescue them, but they were tucked into a hard to reach space. No one wanted to the kill the poor creatures because then the entire building would smell like dead animal, so they cut into the walls to make an entry point and that’s when they found it…”


  Kate stops her story, closing her eyes to shake her head.


  “What? What did they find? Please tell me the kittens were okay?” Of course Evie’s concerned about the damn strays.


  “The kittens were fine. But they found asbestos in my building and it’s apparently toxic or something so they have to remove it from all five floors. Pain in my ass. I’d rather take my chances with poisoning.”


  “I doubt that Kate, it’s really dangerous shit. Causes cancer and all that.” I add and she glances my direction, eyebrows raised.


  “Yeah, okay. I guess it’s best. But now I have to find a place to live for the next three weeks.”


  “Why don’t you just stay here?” Evie suggests. Oh god, please no. Please say no.


  “No, no. I couldn’t impose on you and Jon like that. Besides there’s not enough room for me and my clothes!” Kate laughs before adding in a much sadder tone, “I’ll just have to find an extended stay hotel or something. Yuck, I hate those places.”


  “You are welcome to bum showers at the gym if you decide to live in your car.” Tate teases.


  Kate laughs. “I’m good, but thanks.”


  “Wait. Don’t your parents still live here in Arizona? Why don’t you just stay with them?” Both Evie and Kate pin me with a horrified glare. Kate’s posture stiffens and she places her hands on her hips with attitude.


  “Just because they brought me into the world does not mean I can stand their company. You should know how that feels better than anyone, Jon.”


  Her taut, harsh words ring true. Although I don’t remember her having such negative feelings for her parents. My own parents had gone through a nasty divorce, with me as the chess piece in the middle, during my junior year of high school. One of several reasons I couldn’t wait to join the Army and get out of town the minute we graduated. I still haven’t been by to visit my mom or my dad since moving back to Arizona.


  Opening the oven door I pull the kabobs of chicken and steak out, setting them on the range.


  “Evie, why don’t you come stay with me for a few weeks? Kate can stay here with plenty of room for her wardrobe and that way everyone’s problem is solved.” Tate, Mr. Helpful, chimes in. Slamming down the oven mitts I contemplate punching him in the face.


  “I don’t know, are you sure? You really think Carly would be okay with that?” Evie bites her lip. Tate stands from his chair, pulling Evie close and wrapping her into a loose hug.


  “Well, it’s my house, so technically I can do whatever I want, but believe me she won’t mind. She loves you and so do the boys. Hell, she’ll probably be happy because she can hit us up for free babysitting.” Tate smiles wide, his dimples on display. Fuck. This doesn’t look promising.


  Evie worries her lip with her teeth. “I just don’t want to put you on the spot. You should think about it first and make sure you’re really okay with me staying with you.” Tate leans in but we can all hear his soft reply. I’d bet Kate is straining to overhear just as much as I am.


  “It’s my dream to be able to hold you in my arms every night and wake up with you in my arms every morning. So, yeah. I think I’ll be okay with it. I don’t need time to consider.” Evie grins, placing a sweet kiss on his lips. “I may never let you leave.” Tate growls.


  “Alright, alright. Enough with the lovebird shit. Thank you Tate, that’d be fantastic. Thanks, Evie. As soon as my place is fixed I’ll be out of here.” Kate disrupts the couple but my mind is reeling. What. The. Fuck. This entire situation has disaster painted over it in giant graffiti lettering.


  “Kate? Can I please speak with you in private?”


  “Yeah, sure. Let me just text back my super first.” Focusing on her phone screen and nonchalant about the fact we’re soon to be roommates angers me further.


  “No, Kate. Now. Let’s go take a walk. We’ll be right back guys. Evie and Tate, can you please cover the food so it doesn’t get cold?” I don’t wait for replies. Grabbing Kate’s arm, I drag her out of the apartment. I keep a brisk pace until we’re far enough from any watching eyes or listening ears. I turn to Kate, downright exasperated.


  “Don’t you think it’s going to be a little weird living together after we—you know—” Spit out the words, Beltran.


  “What? Because we fucked?” Damn it if my dick doesn’t twitch just at the mention of that dirty word coming from her sassy mouth.


  “Yes!” I growl in frustration.


  “Why would that make it weird, Jon?” She tilts her face with a most earnest expression. Is she really so clueless? Had our one night stand meant nothing for her? Was I the only one of us hung up on that night? I shake my thoughts away.


  “Because… being in such close quarters might make it difficult. Feelings could resurface and I just don’t want there to be any confusion about our relationship.” I try to explain but she laughs in my face.


  “Oh my god! What? Just because we fucked one time you think I want to fuck you again? Like I wouldn’t be able to control myself just by being around you? Ha! You think awfully highly of yourself big guy.” Her passing attitude about my concerns pisses me off and anger boils to the surface. “Look, I just need a place to stay and this is my best option. Nothing personal but I could care less about who I stay with as long as it’s not my parents.”


  “You are impossible, you know that.” I bite out.


  “Whatever, can we go back inside now? I’m starving.”


  “Fine.”


  “Fine.” We stomp our way back inside the apartment. I’m pissed. How’s this happening to me? I’m glad Kate’s confident in her ability to keep things casual between us but I’m not so sure I can promise the same. I’m bound to regret this new living arrangement but there’s nothing I can do now without coming off as a total ass.


  We walk in the dining area to find all the food on the table. Evie flashes a tentative smile, her hand wrapped tightly around Tate’s larger one. “Everything okay with you two?”


  “Fine!” Kate and I shout.


  “Just overflowing with joy for this ray of sunshine that I get to see every damn day for the next three weeks.” I amend with a fake ass smile. The words drip with sarcasm. Evie and Tate share a look that I deduct as concern. They’re probably right to be.
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  “FOR THE LOVE OF ALL things holy, put some damn clothes on!”


  Closing my eyes, I focus on my breath. Ignoring the barking request from my new roomie, I move from child’s pose to downward facing dog.


  “Oh, fuck me.”


  “Been there, done that.” I murmur under my breath. I start every morning on my mat. I always practice yoga in skimpy underwear. It’s what I sleep in and I’m used to living alone. Had I moved in with anyone else I’d be more considerate, either wearing more clothes or moving my daily yoga routine into my temporary bedroom. I know it bothers Jon, so here I am. Probably not the best idea to poke the bear but I can’t resist.


  “Whatever. I’m taking a shower.” Jon stomps down the hall, shirtless and sweaty, returned from his morning run. We’re establishing some semblance of a routine since moving my stuff to Evie’s bedroom three days ago. He works out in the mornings and I practice yoga. He usually catches the tail end of my sacred mat time and gives me shit about what I’m wearing. Or more accurately, not wearing.


  I roll the sponge foam mat and carry it back to my room. Trying to concentrate on yoga with a naked Jon just one door over is impossible. Even with my years of training there’s no way I can steer my lewd thoughts from the racy images. Man, muscle, steam, water. I’ve never wanted to be a soap bubble so badly.


  Dressing for work, I pull my hair into a twist at the base of my neck and apply makeup with care. I match my lip color to the same bright fuchsia that swirls through my bohemian skirt. I grab a cardigan to throw inside my large hand bag. Doesn’t matter that the high will be well over one hundred degrees today, my office will still be cold as Elsa’s castle from Frozen.


  The front door opens and shuts with a bang. Evie comes over every morning to work with Jon on their case load. She primarily works the behind the scenes, a point of contact for clients as well as controlling the administration for the company. Their living room is now converted to an office workspace, couch pushed to one corner, allowing for two giant filing cabinets and a desk. They’re still running the business from this apartment, but I have to wonder how long that’ll last.


  I grab my bag and open the bedroom door. A smile tugs at my lips as I watch my best friend, vigorously poking away at the keyboard between deep frustrated huffs.


  “Morning, Evie!” I call out, walking the short hallway.


  “Hey, Kate. How’s it going?” She glances over her shoulder to grin.


  “Oh, just dandy. How are things with the boyfriend now that you are living together in sin?” A blush travels up her neck and stains her cheeks. I giggle.


  “Never mind, I don’t need details now. From your face I can guess things are going well.” She nods shyly before turning her attention back to the screen.


  “Well, I’ve gotta run. Maybe we can meet for breakfast on Sunday? I know I’ve seen you every day, but I feel like we haven’t had our girl time.” I fill a travel mug with coffee, sugar and creamer in the adjacent kitchen.


  Evie spins her chair away from the screen and nods.


  “I know what you mean. Let’s do breakfast. I want to hear all about how things are going living here with Jon.” She raises one brow and I act as though she hasn’t.


  “Make sure she fills you in on the no pants party she’s been throwing every damn morning.” Jon grumbles, stomping from the hallway and plopping down in the chair next to Evie. Her eyes widen as she glances back toward me. I roll mine.


  “Yes, and I’ll be sure to mention my roommate’s a real prude. Later gators!”


  Throwing my bag over my shoulder, I prance out the front door before they can ask any more questions. The truth is I hate living with Jon. Not because I don’t like him, but because he’s a constant reminder of everything I can’t have.


  I hop inside my sporty Acura and sing along at the top of my lungs for the short commute. I work downtown for a well-known photography and videography studio. I love my job because every day is different, depending on the current projects and clients. It’s never boring and I like that a good chunk of my day involves talking with people. It also keeps my creative juices flowing being surrounded by artists.


  Pulling around the older restored office front to the near empty gravel lot in the back I find my usual space. I grab my bag and use my keys to enter the employee entrance.


  “Hello!” I call into the quiet space. Two of the owners, Marc and Steph are in here somewhere because I saw their cars parked outside. Jason, the third owner, will likely roll in sometime after lunch.


  I rest my bag inside my office and pull out my laptop, plugging it into the charging station on the desk. My office is not a large space, and it’s in the back of the building between one of the two portrait studios and a supply closet. It’s modern and clean, with whitewashed exposed brick walls and large photography prints. A white office desk with bright orange chair in the center of the room makes up my workspace. A small faux white leather sofa sits across for the times when I meet with clients. Three token square skylights fill the room with natural light.


  Wandering down the hallway to the reception desk I ponder where everyone is. Teagan, our receptionist won’t be in for another hour, so I click on the phones and slide my finger across a tablet, pausing to select a music mix to stream throughout the office.


  A movement near the front door catches my attention. Marc and Steph take one last pull from their cigarettes before squashing them into the dirt and ceremoniously picking up the butts to throw in the can just outside the doorway.


  Marc is wearing jean skimmers and a buttoned down short sleeve shirt, a plaid design in hues of blue. His combed, styled brown hair is perfectly in place and matches the length of his trim beard. His outfit screams summers in the Hamptons but his tattooed neck and gages provide a glimpse of the alternative, artistic genius that lives inside. He’s attractive and looks younger than his age of forty-two. In fact, I’m probably the only one in the office that knows his actual age because I hold the company HR documents. I also know that Marc’s given name is actually spelled with a k instead of c, but in his younger years he thought Marc spelled with a c had more of an edge so he changed it.


  Steph is the youngest of our studio’s owners; at only thirty she runs the videography side of the business. Her bobbed jet black hair, with thick blunt bangs border her sharp features. Today a pair of thick, black framed glasses draw attention to her ice blue eyes. Steph is short and a little heavy set and wears her typical black on black ensemble. I’m forever attempting to get the woman to add some color into her wardrobe but she insists the only color she will wear goes on her lips. Today it’s in the form of a deep red.


  Marc pulls open the door and steps inside behind Steph.


  “Speak of the devil,” Steph winks, a smile tugs at her painted lips. “We were just talking about you.”


  “Yeah? Were you recounting how fabulous I am and then decided to give me a ten percent raise as an early birthday gift?” Marc snorts a laugh at my reply.


  “Oh you’re fabulous, girl. We need our best employee to work her charm on a prospective client.” He bats his thick lashes my way and steeples his fingers over his chest.


  I’m not falling for it though, last time they asked for my help I was stuck entertaining a seventy year old man for three days. He was quite the handsy fucker. I raise my eyebrows in suspicion.


  “Who’s the client, Marc?” Steph cackles.


  “I told you she wouldn’t forgive you for sticking her with Angus.”


  “Oh, baby girl, I’m sorry. I’ll never do that to you again. Scouts honor.” He moves to salute, but uses his entire hand.


  “You were never a Boy Scout, Marc.” I deadpan.


  “Okay, okay. Here’s the skinny. We have a meeting set up this afternoon with Three Ugly Guys for the possibility of shooting their next cover and music video. I need you Kate. This client would be a huge break for us.” He’s practically begging.


  “Just say you’ll bring the flirt. Tell the man you’ll bring the flirt.” Steph rolls her eyes and a smile pulls at my lips.


  “Fine. I’ll bring my A game.” I shake my head as a laugh escapes my mouth. Marc raises his hands in the air, offering a dramatic “Hallelujah!” to the ceiling above.


  “Why does that band sound familiar?”


  Marc and Steph gasp, wide-eyes studying my face.


  “Girl, we really need to expand your music tastes. They’re only the biggest band to come out of the Valley since Jimmy Eat World. The album they are about to drop is going to blow shit up! Not literal shit, you get what I’m saying right?” Marc’s hands fail wildly as he talks. He’s notably excited about this opportunity.


  “That’s awesome. I’ll do everything I can to secure the deal. But honestly, you guys are so frickin’ talented, they would be fools to not go with us.” I speak in earnest. I’m grateful to work with these artists. Steph nods before adding her two cents.


  “The cool thing is they want to go with someone local, that’s why we’re even being considered. Their agent already screened us as a top choice so as long as they like what they see today, the job is ours. It would mean national exposure.”


  “What time will they be in?”


  “We are taking them to lunch at one and will finish up with a meeting here in the conference room. Make sure Teagan has everything cleaned up in there and that the beverage fridge is fully stocked. Oh, and have her clear our schedule for the day, I think we only had a few studio shoots on the books. Steph and I are going to pick up the new promotional materials we had printed last week. We’ll have a quick strategizing meeting whenever Jason rolls in.”


  Marc looks down at his watch and I have to stop myself from rolling my eyes. So I will be on Jason duty. Getting him in here before lunch is always a chore. It starts with finding out where he partied last night and with whom. I’m pretty good at tracking him, but definitely not one of the most enthralling aspects to my career.


  “So do you want me to start with researching the band or with tracking down Jason?”


  “Jason.”


  “Band.” Marc disagrees with Steph.


  “I’ll do both. Don’t worry, I’ve got this.”


  “That’s why you’re the best!” Marc pops into his office and Steph mouths, “Jason,” once more before he returns, keys in hand. They both turn and exit the door, leaving me alone. I blow out a sigh. Time for the next episode of Where in the World is Jason Moreno.


  [image: ]


  The stars align in my favor. Tracking Jason down proves easier than past productions. One call to his housekeeper results in the information he’s passed out in his own bed, and thankfully alone. I have no shame though. I’ve pulled him from the beds of men, women, and sometimes both for the sake of an important meeting and I’ll do it again.


  His estate is a modern custom build in the Arcadia district. Here it doesn’t matter if the home is a piece of shit, the property values are all about location. I pull into the circular drive and use my key to open the front door.


  “Hi Maria!” I wave and greet Jason’s housekeeper. “He still asleep?”


  “Yes, I tried to wake him, but you know how that goes.” She shrugs and I nod.


  “Oh, you don’t have to tell me. I better go get him up.”


  I march down the porcelain tile hallway with purpose, swinging open the double doors to the master suite. The room is cool and pitch black inside, the darkening shades are rolled down to conceal even an inch of daylight. I fumble around in the darkness, careful not to trip as I make my way to the bedside table. Groping around with my fingers until I recover the magical remote, I press buttons and the shades began to rise, illuminating the large bedroom. Jason remains unconscious, his mouth ajar, drool spilling out onto the pillow.


  “Rise and shine, sleepyhead!” I sing out as loud as I can. Jason moans and rolls to his back. The sheet that was covering him opens to reveal his fully naked and semi-erect form. Sadly this does nothing for me. Jason is beautiful. With mixed heritage he’s blessed in the genetics department, in all regards. But Jason’s long been a friend and I’ll never view him as more than that. Besides, he’s a bit of a manwhore for my taste.


  “Jase! Come on, man, put some damn pants on. We’ve got places to go, people to see!”


  I scrounge around in the dresser and select an outfit. I come across several bottles of prescription drugs. Crap. So we’re back to this again. Jason’s been in and out of rehab several times in the period I’ve worked for him. He’s a tortured artist. Truly, in every sense of the term. His suffering is what makes his photography so beautiful. Irony at its fullest.


  The emotion this man captures with a lens has brought me to tears on several occasions. I’m honored to work in his presence. I only wish said presence was clothed at the moment.


  I walk back to the bed and throw the clean clothes on the bedside table.


  “Last chance, big guy. Wake up, please!” I grab his arm and shake back and forth. Nothing but another slight groan. Why can’t things ever be easy? I waltz to the connecting master bathroom. Finding a glass bouquet of fake flowers on the counter, I dump the contents and fill it with water from the faucet before I traipse back to the bed.


  There’s no quicker way. I inwardly cringe before I dump the contents directly over Jason’s face and jump back.


  “What the fuck?” Jason jerks off the bed, sputtering and wiping at his face until his gaze meets my own. “Fuck. Kate, what the hell?”


  I grab the clothes from the table and push them into Jason’s chest before I turn to give him privacy.


  “I tried waking you up, honest to goodness, but you were out cold. We have a big client meeting in less than an hour.” Releasing a frustrated breath, I have to ask, “Did you take something last night?”


  He dresses quietly, but ignores my question. I only hope we’ll get back in time for me to research the band.


  “Ah, damn.” I turn to find Jason dressed but looking hung over as hell, sitting on the edge of the bed, cradling head in hands.


  “We need to get going, Jason. How about I have Maria make you something to eat and you go freshen up?”


  “Yeah. Yeah, go do that. I’ll just be a few minutes.”


  I stroll back out to the kitchen and chat with Maria while she preps a breakfast burrito and cup of coffee to go. Jason wanders into the kitchen twenty minutes later looking alive and much more responsive. A pair of dark shades over his eyes is the only proof of his hangover.


  I nervously glance at my phone to check the time. If we leave now we’ll be lucky to be there before the band shows up. We aren’t late, but I won’t have any time to prep myself. I slide my finger over iTunes and download their EP so we can at least listen to it on the ride over.


  “Thank you, Maria,” Jason takes the offered food and drink from her hands and trudges behind me on the way outside to the car.


  “Best chauffeur ever.” Jason flashes his charming smile before shoveling the burrito inside his wide mouth. I start the car.


  “Ha! I’m glad you approve. Have you heard of this band we are meeting with today?” I press play and the music streams through my car. A loud blend of rocking guitars fills the song before a strong male voice joins in with harsh lyrics.


  “Wait! This is the band we are meeting with? Holy fuck! How did we get a meeting with 3UG?” Jason winces as the drums crash. He reaches over the middle console to adjust the volume.


  “Am I the only person who doesn’t know this band?”


  “Well, you are either stuck in the ’90s or listening to top forty, so I’m not surprised. But these guys are great. I can’t believe we’re up for their account.”


  As we come to a stop light I grab my phone in an attempt to Google the band.


  “Ah, ah, ah! No texting and driving, sister. Hand over the phone.” Jason plucks it from my grip and I narrow my eyes, both astonished and irritated at his audacity.


  “You’re really going to give me shit right now? Tell me, Mr. Jason Moreno, law abiding citizen, what pills did you take last night and did you by chance mix them with alcohol?”


  He smirks and shakes his head.


  “I don’t know what you are referring to, Kate. I have prescriptions for any and all medications in my possession.” I roll my eyes. Yeah, Mr. Innocent here.


  “Whatever. Let’s just get to this meeting and score these ugly guys as clients.” Jason chuckles and focuses on finishing his coffee as I weave my way through traffic.
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  “No shit.” I swear under my breath and glance about, drinking in the delicious tattooed rockers that fill our humble conference room. There are four of them and not one is ugly. “You’re like the bad boy, wet dream version of Backstreet Boys!”


  One band member sitting near the back corner laughs loudly and winks at me before coughing into his arm. I catch a flash of silver from his pierced tongue before he covers his mouth. The three other guys sit glaring, a look of pure disgust on their gorgeous faces.


  “We. Are. Not. A. Boy. Band,” one of them enunciates. He holds my eyes with his intense glower. The room remains silent. Oh, shit. I guess I shouldn’t have said that out loud. He stands, stretches his tall, slender build to his full height and swaggers toward me, slow and with purpose. I gulp and lick my lips.


  Black skin-tight jeans ride low on his hips and are tucked into his combat boots. A fitted vintage tee gives way to arms covered in tattoos all the way to his fingers. His dirty blond hair is long, the curls hanging about halfway down his neck. His deep green eyes imprison mine from where he stands, resting his hands in his back pockets.


  “Who the hell are you?” His eyes travel over my body in a lazy manner. My body warms with pleasure at his perusal despite the harsh tone of his words.


  “Kate. Kate Bryant. Nice to meet you…” His eyes crinkle at the corners, and he glances around, making brief eye contact with those in the room before meeting my stare.


  “Trent. Trent Donavan. Nice to meet you, Kate.” He offers his hand and I place my own firmly inside. I meet his stare with a confidence I can only conjure. His touch sends a shiver down my spine and I resist the urge to display a reaction. After putting my foot in my mouth I need to salvage this.


  “I apologize. I didn’t mean any insult to you or the band. I was just taken aback by the collective sexiness between the four of you. You must really drive your fans wild on stage. I mean, I can only imagine.” I laugh, nervous but aiming to ease the tension that fills the room.


  Trent releases my hand and glares.


  “So how’d the Three Ugly Guys name come about? You are all obviously great looking.” At my question, a grin pulls at his lips.


  “I’m the best looking, so the others are obviously the ugly ones.” He shrugs and holds my gaze with a twinkle in his eyes as the other members pipe up.


  “Not a chance in hell. Y’all are some ugly ass motherfuckers.”


  “Ha! No way. I’m best.”


  “Nada… sorry to say chicks dig the piercings, I’m obviously the best.” They continue arguing and Trent smiles. I inhale sharply. Dear God, he’s beautiful.


  “So, you get the gist, right? This is how the band name came about.” His teasing gives hope that I haven’t completely sabotaged this meeting. A smile plays at my lips.


  “I can only imagine. It must be difficult working with such sexy beasts. Y’all argue over which one is the baby Jesus of the group?” Trent’s booming laugh silences the room.


  “Marc, Steph, you really ought to prep your team before meeting with new clients. Seems like our girl Kate here has never seen us before. I kinda like it, though. Do we get to work directly with her?”


  The way he says Kate sends shivers up my arms. Oh, fuck me. These clients will star in my fantasies for weeks to come. Focus, Kate. I need to keep my head clear and on task for the next few hours.


  “Yes, Kate here is our Director of Client Relations. She will be your go to for anything and everything.” Thanks Marc. The way he speaks insinuates I’ll be available for more than just professional matters.


  “Well, now that the whole team is here, why don’t we go to lunch and talk business. We’re extremely honored to be considered for the upcoming projects and we’d like to hear more about what you’re looking for.”


  Steph speaks and brings the band’s attention to where she sits across the table. I step to the side, needing to put space between myself and Trent. The look he gave me earlier reminds me of the Big Bad Wolf and what troubles me is my initial instinct to put on a red hood.


  “Okay, then, let’s head out. Kate, you and I will drive.” Marc nods my way.


  “I call shotgun!” Trent winks and struts to my side. He meets my gaze with heat. Sex on a stick, that’s what he is. Oh hell. This will either be the best or worst client meeting of my life. I itch for my yoga mat. I already feel a loss of control as this rocker’s eyes bore into mine.


  I turn on my heel and take long strides on my way out to the lot. I don’t bother to check if everyone else follows. Fuck. I cannot lose control right now. I’ve worked too hard to get to this place. I channel my breathing techniques and mentally steel myself for the panty melting smiles Trent’s sure to throw my way. I am Kate mother-fucking Bryant. No man can break me.


  Clicking my fob to open the car doors, I turn to see the band and owners have made their way outside. I flash my most seductive smile. “Okay, ugly boys, who’s riding with me?”
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  “YOU AREN’T SLEEPING WITH MY best friend, are you?”


  Fuck. Is Evie a mind reader now? I’ve spent the day working side by side with QT on our current case load. All the while attempting, unsuccessfully at that, to get the image of Kate bent over in front of me as I slid in and out of her sweet, wet—oh hell. I’m doing it again. I can’t for the life of me get our night together out of my head.


  Living with the damn temptress isn’t helping, either. Catching her practice yoga every morning in her panties has my imagination going wild with all the ways we’d fit together. And it pisses me off that she acts as though nothing ever happened. I mean, I know that’s how we settled things. I knew the score when we crossed the line, but I want more. More than she’s willing or wanting to give. Irritating. I need to man up and get over it already.


  I close out of my laptop browser and spin my chair to face Evie. I force a casual grin. “Now, where did you get that crazy idea, QT? Kate and I are more likely to murder each other than go there.” Relief fills her face and her shoulders relax into the chair.


  “Oh, good. I don’t know, I guess I always thought there might be something between you two, and now with you living in close quarters… she’s single, you’re single… It’s not so crazy to think it could happen. Besides, Tate has this theory that your anger toward her is just pent up sexual frustration.” She laughs and I try to join in. Of course, Evie’s boyfriend sees past my front. I’ll have to do a better job at leveling out my reactions to Kate.


  “Crazy, I know. I told him to leave the matchmaking to me.” She smiles and I’m relieved. I don’t want to lie to Evie, but I made a promise to Kate that I wouldn’t say anything, and I always honor my word.


  My cell sounds from the desk and I answer, glancing to see a blocked number flash across the screen. “Harper and Beltran, this is Jon.”


  “Beltran, Collier here. You got a sec?”


  Detective Collier works for Scottsdale PD and we became business associates after a private investigation case almost turned deadly. Since then, he’s put a good word in for me and I take on contract work with the department on a regular basis. I respect his no bullshit attitude. You always know what you’re getting with Collier.


  “Yeah, what can I do for you Detective?”


  “We’ve got a bite on an underground drug and gambling ring. I could use some help casing a few locations and potential players. Not the usual suspects, though. These guys are mid-fifties to mid-sixties, retired, no priors. Making it a fucking pain in my ass. You in?”


  “Sounds good. Just send the details and I’ll block out some time in my schedule.”


  “Will do. Be in touch.”


  The line goes dead and I set my phone down. I’m going to have a packed schedule for the next few weeks with this extra assignment. That’s good. Keeping busy will help keep my mind from wandering to the blonde goddess and her severe lack of clothing.


  “So, I’m going to head out for the night unless there’s anything else we need to discuss. Are you going to do a little digging with the McAllister case tomorrow?”


  Evie busies herself packing up her laptop bag and putting away loose files while I stand from my chair and stretch.


  “Yeah, I think I might try checking out his office tomorrow to see what I find. I’ll need back up, though. You free for a few hours?”


  “Sorry. I already told Carly I’d watch the boys so she could pick up a weekend shift, and Tate’s working. Otherwise, I would.”


  “That’s cool. I’m sure I can find someone.”


  “Wait. McAllister doesn’t have office hours tomorrow. How are you going to check things out?”


  Sliding my hands into my front pockets, I purse my lips to whistle. I don’t quite meet Evie’s hard stare.


  “Jon. We talked about this. Nothing illegal. I mean it. We do our investigating on the up and up, you hear me?”


  “Loud and clear. I won’t do anything dangerous. I swear. But if he just happens to forget to lock the back door to his building tonight and I just happen to be walking by said door tomorrow, I can’t really be blamed for going inside to check things out.”


  “Ugh! I’m going to pretend I never heard you say that. And for the record, I think it’s a bad idea. So far, this case seems bogus anyway. I think his wife’s just hormonal and paranoid. We’ve found nothing to solidify her suspicions.” I follow Evie out our front door and down to where her car’s parked.


  I agree with Evie. When we first met a very pregnant Susie McAllister three weeks ago, I initially thought maybe her claims were true, but after hours of investigation I wasn’t so sure. Susie, seven months pregnant, is under the impression her husband of five years is having an affair with his secretary Tammy. Who, by the way, is also seven months pregnant. Susie’s deduced he must be the baby daddy since Tammy’s single and isn’t sharing with anyone who the father is.


  Susie’s claims are all based on feelings that her husband Robert has been more distant, stressed, and less interested in sex since she’s become pregnant. He also spends most of his time at work. I’m not sure what’s happening, but Evie and I are doing due diligence to rule out Mrs. McAllister’s claims and hopefully relieve her paranoia.


  “Yeah, I’d have to agree with you. I still want to check out the office. It’s the place he spends most of his time, so if there is anything he is hiding from his wife, it’ll be there.”


  “Do what you gotta do. Just don’t call me when you get arrested for breaking and entering!” She opens her car door, tosses her laptop bag inside and slides in to start the ignition.


  “Oh, hey, I got a text from an old army comrade who may be flying into town to meet with a specialist next week. Is it cool if I let Alex stay here for a few days?”


  “Fine by me. A friend of yours is always welcome in our house.”


  “Thanks, Evie. Good night.”


  “’Night, Jon. See you Monday.” I smile and close the car door. Backing up, I head straight for the cold AC. Summers are a bitch and I’d forgotten just how bad. It was almost six o’clock and still over a hundred degrees. Sweat drips off my brow and down my back as I turn the lock.


  Heading into the kitchen I chug down a protein shake, fill my water jug, and grab my keys. I’m already sweaty and gross, might as well get a quick lift in before this day’s over and the next begins.
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  “Kate. You hear me okay?”


  “Talk dirty to me.”


  I roll my eyes even though she can’t see me from where she’s parked outside the commercial storefronts. Bringing Kate along today wasn’t my first choice, but she’s one of very few friends I can even ask. Of course, Kate being Kate insisted that she drive because, I quote, “I need my own wheels if I’ve got to drive the getaway car.” Kate loves bad cop dramas more than anyone I know. Every time she helps out with a case she behaves as if we’re acting in one.


  I glance over each shoulder before jiggling the back door open with my pick set. Rob McAllister runs his own insurance brokerage and leases an office front on a busy street downtown. The lot in the back is for overflow parking, so at this hour it’s dead. From tailing McAllister over the past few weeks I know there isn’t a security system and the lock in back is finicky so he prefers to use the front. Kate’s posted in the front on the off chance he comes by.


  “Just checking to make sure the Bluetooth works.”


  “Gotcha, Army. I’m here. This is boring, though.”


  “Yeah, most surveillance is. Just keep an eye on the door, okay?”


  “What do you say?” She sings into my ear.


  “What?”


  I make it inside and scrutinize the small space. McAllister’s work area is separated from his secretary’s desk by a half wall. Her workspace sits directly in front of a small waiting area with chairs and a magazine laden table.


  “You know. Say the magic word. I need to hear you say it.” I release a frustrated sigh and give into her stupid request.


  “Please.”


  “Thank you. Was that so hard?”


  “Harder than you know.”


  Methodically checking the drawers in his desk, I find nothing more than a killer candy stash and the usual junk that clutters a desk. I turn, my back to the front door, and examine the contents of the large filling cabinets lining the back wall.


  I squat down to flip through file after file, moving as fast and as diligently as I can. I don’t want to miss something important, but so far all looks normal and in place. I hear the sound of voices talking outside the tinted glass office front. Could be a pedestrian but I don’t want to assume.


  “Kate. Kate, you there?” I whisper into my Bluetooth.


  “Here! Ready, locked, and loaded. What do you need, big guy?” I can hear her smacking gum and her voice booms in my ear.


  “First off, I need you to talk softer. I may not have a working eardrum.”


  “Anything else you’d like to criticize?”


  I continue to flip through files as fast as my fingers allow but the voices increase in volume near the front doors. Peeking my head over the half wall that shields my body from view, I take a look. Shit.


  “Kate. Kate, I need you to listen to me. This is really important. Do you see the front door? Do you see people out there?”


  “The preggo chick talking on her cell pacing back and forth. Yeah, I see her.”


  “Okay, I need your help. You cannot let her come in here. I need you to cause a distraction. Anything you need to do, get it done. Got me?”


  “I’ve got you covered, Army. On it.”


  “And Kate, give me a heads up if you can. I’m gonna try and find what I need before I bail.”


  I slide the cabinet door shut, and pull open the last drawer. If I don’t find anything here this treasure hunt is a bust. My fingers inch across the tabs of manila folders, eyes scrutinizing each label. Virgo. The title causes me to pause. Buried in a collection of addresses, vendors, and customers, an astrology sign stands out of place. I pull the folder to skim the contents.


  Jackpot. Inside is a collection of ultrasound photographs, blood tests, paternity results, and a notarized legal document that I want to study in greater detail.


  “Jon. There’s a man here. He just pulled up and hugged the chick. Looks like he’s got keys.


  I pull my phone from my pocket and proceed to snap photos of everything in the file.


  “Kate. This is your time to shine, babe. I need five minutes, ten tops. Cause a scene.”


  “What should I do? Jon, they are two steps from the door! I’m still parked four cars over!”


  “Shit. Kate. Anything! Do not let them inside!”


  Screeching tires drift through the walls. Shouts. Metal on metal scraping. More shouting.


  “Kate? Kate! Are you okay?”


  Silence. I finish taking the last photo and shove the documents back into the file before I slide it in place. Slamming the drawer shut, I glance out the front. All I can see is a crowd gathering around two vehicles. Kate’s Acura is bent into a street light as well as the back bumper of a black Equinox. I don’t want to waste any more time so I jog my way out the back door.


  “Kate? Are you okay? Tell me you are okay!”


  “Uh. I’m fine. But, I uh, I had a little fender bender. I think we’re gonna need a ride home.”


  “Shit, did you really just crash your car?”


  “You said to make a scene!”


  “I said cause a distraction, not endanger yourself with a wreck! You could have just flashed your tits!”


  “Nice advice now!”


  “Hey, hey. I’m sorry. Thank you. I can’t let the couple out front see me. I’ll meet you down the street at Sozo okay? We’ll figure it out then.”


  “Uh. I might be a while. Cops are here. I should probably get out of my car now.”


  “Shit. Okay. Look, I’m glad you’re all right. I’ll wait as long as it takes. I’m not going anywhere. Tell them you fainted or forgot to eat breakfast. You can fake it, right?”


  “I can fake it, but I prefer not to.” I can hear the smile in her voice.


  “Seriously, Kate?”


  “Sorry. Don’t worry, I’ve got this. I’ll meet you at the coffee shop. Gotta go now.”


  “Bye.”


  Taking long strides, I keep my head down until I’m out of the back alleyway and onto a main street. It takes me five minutes to reach the rendezvous location. I select a seat facing the front door and wait, tapping my right heel up and down.


  I cannot believe Kate slammed her car into McAllister’s SUV. She could’ve been seriously injured. It was stupid and irrational, but something about her actions warms my heart. That woman, crazy as she might be, will do anything to keep me safe if I ask. I don’t have many people like that around me anymore. Her actions, although a little misguided, prove that she cares more than she lets on. I mean, who the hell causes a collision with their own car for someone else’s benefit?


  I can’t contain the satisfied smile that pulls at the corners of my lips. I haven’t stopped thinking about my night with Kate. Maybe she hasn’t either. Maybe—just maybe, she’s interested in more. I sure as hell hope so because I’ve tried everything to forget. I can’t get the image of her ass out of my goddamn head. That and the feeling of sliding in and out of her pussy. The sweet sounds she makes when she’s about to come. There’s one thing I haven’t tried, though, and maybe I’ll man up and give us a shot.


  Walking over to the counter, I order a green tea for Kate and a coffee for myself. When I get back to my seat, I pull out my phone and swipe through the documents I photographed. Holy shit. Mrs. McAllister isn’t going to like what I found today. Fucking A. I don’t want to be the bearer of bad news to a woman who looks like she’s about to pop. I’ll wait until Monday when Evie’s working to deal with that.


  I continue making notes on a small notepad from my back pocket, glancing at the door each time someone new enters the cafe. I’m anxious for Kate to come back. I worry she’s downplayed the crash. What if she’s hurt? I hope she knows she can call me if that’s true, screw the case.


  I look up once more and she breezes into Sozo’s, smiling broadly when she finds me waiting. I stand and reach out, rubbing a hand up and down her arm. She seems fine, but I’m still concerned. All joking aside, she is good at faking it when she wants to.


  “You okay, Speed Racer?”


  “I’m fine. Swear on my Jimmy Choo’s. I did get a ticket though for destruction of public property. Probably should have steered clear of that light pole. My car’s being towed to a shop. I’ll have to deal with that and my insurance for hitting that asshole you’re investigating.”


  She’s talking a mile a minute and gesturing wildly with her hands. I pick up the tea I ordered.


  “Here.” I shove the mug in her hands. “Just breathe.”


  Her eyes widen and she takes a long sip from the cup.


  “You got me tea.”


  “Of course, I did. That’s what you like to drink when you’re stressed. Now, sit down a sec, I’m calling a cab. We need to get you home to rest. Are you sure you’re okay?” A smile tugs at the corner of her lips as she eases into the seat adjacent to mine, setting her mug down.


  “Yeah. I’m fine. My neck’s a little sore. I’m sorry I made a big mess of things. I hope you got what you needed.”


  “I got what I needed and more. Thank you, Kate.”


  I call a cab. A driver should pick us up in about fifteen minutes. I look at the time, it’s just after noon. My stomach growls in response. Kate’s quiet as she sips her tea. She relaxes into the big chair and her eyelids flutter closed. She’s being tough but I’m sure this morning has taken its toll. When we get home I’m taking care of her. She needs to eat and rest, and even though it was only a tiny crash, I bet her body will feel it later.


  “Oh shit.” She curses under her breath, eyes still closed.


  “What is it, Lightning McQueen?” Her eyes flash open, narrowing.


  “I was just thinking how in the hell I’m supposed to get to work this week, thank you very much. I’m already out money, God knows how much, for the damages to my car, plus insurance, plus the ticket. And if I lived at my home it wouldn’t even be a big deal because I can walk or take the bus, but from your place it’ll take me over an hour to navigate our shitty public transit system. And of all weeks because I’m in charge of a really important account with these supposed rock stars. God!” She bangs her head back against the edge of her chair and the ceiling. “I want to say things can’t get worse, but I know for a fact they can. I’m riding a streak of bad luck here and it sucks!”


  “I’ll take you.” Her spine straightens and she pins me with a look I can’t read.


  “What?”


  “You heard me Miss Bryant, I’ll be your chauffeur until you get your wheels back. It’s the least I can do for you saving my ass today. You’re a good woman, Kate, you didn’t leave a man stranded and you could have.”


  She blinks rapidly and I wonder if she’s trying to hold back tears. I pick up her mug and place it in her hands. She slowly brings it to her lips and sips. My phone sounds from where it sits atop the table.


  “Our cab is here. Let’s get you home. You’ve had a busy day playing super sleuth.”


  Yep. I’ll show Kate that what we have deserves a chance at more than friends. Maybe. The word holds so much possibility. Excited energy fills my body and I can’t wait to see what our maybe holds for the future.
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  MAYBE I HAD HIT MY head on the dash without knowing it because this Jon, the thoughtful and sweet man who fretted over me like I was someone worth taking care of, was a man I didn’t know. Maybe I was suffering from stress induced illusions.


  “What do you feel like eating? Do you want me to make you something or grab takeout? Kate, you look a little pale, why don’t you sit down. Are you sure you feel okay?” His brown eyes were soft and sweet. I must be hallucinating.


  Yeah, this wasn’t my pissed off temporary roomie of late.


  “I’m just tired, Jon. All I want to do is take a hot shower, get something to eat and then fall asleep for a few hours.” I attempt to ease his concern. The muscles in my neck pinch with a dull discomfort but other than that I feel fine. My car on the other hand, looks a hot mess.


  “Okay, you get a shower and I’ll run to the store and get a few things.” He’s out the door before I even make it down the hall. My cell phone sounds from inside my purse but I don’t have the energy to deal with anyone, so I let it go to voicemail and fill the small bathroom with steam. As I peel off my clothes, the weight of the day’s activities hit me like a ton of bricks. I twist to adjust the water temperature and cringe in pain. My muscles are tight and stiff.


  Stepping into the shower, I let the warm water pelt my skin. I take my time washing my hair and skin, and let my mind relax and go black so I can enjoy these few minutes of peace before reality hits.


  I shut the water and use a towel to rub clear the steam on the mirror. Ugh. I look tired and worn despite the shower. Drying off, I wrap the towel snuggly across my breasts. I finger comb my hair, fix my bangs so they’ll dry straight, and walk to my room to change into shorts and a tank top.


  Jon must still be out because I don’t hear anyone moving about the apartment. I grab my phone and sit down on my bed. Several missed calls and voicemails from numbers I don’t recognize. I’m one popular lady today.


  “Hello Miss Bryant¸ this is Dave from Aaron’s Auto. We are working up an estimate on your damages but probably won’t be able to get back to you ’til Monday. If you have any questions give me a call before we close today, otherwise I’ll be in touch.”


  Great. I’ll probably be without a car for this week, maybe next. Why can’t I do things the easy way?


  “Hey, babe, Marc gave me your number and said I could contact you if I needed anything. Anyway, I need for your little hot self to be at our show this Tuesday night. Email our manager the names of anyone else you want to bring. VIP access and the vocal stylings of yours truly. What more could you ask on a lame weeknight?” Trent’s deep chuckle sounds through before he leaves a short, “Bye, love.”


  I pull my phone back and stare at it with a mixture of confusion, shock, and delight. Was he really that arrogant and self-assured to leave a message without his name? Yes. Trent was the kind of man who knew what he wanted and went for it. I admired that, found it extremely sexy, but realistically the only reason he was flirting was because I was the latest catch he hadn’t caught. I knew how guys like him worked. Never being rejected or having to work for it made the chase all the more fun.


  Programming his number into my phone, I hear the front door open.


  “Kate?”


  “In here.”


  Jon fills my doorway as a grin pulls at his lips.


  “Have a good shower?”


  “Delightful.” I grin and roll my eyes.


  “Good. I brought sustenance!” He lifts a bag to reveal Chipotle. Squealing with joy, I clap my hands from the edge of the bed.


  “You are my angel!” He frowns at my compliment.


  “I feel manlier than an angel.”


  “Using the word manlier makes you less manly.”


  “Noted. So, let’s get you fed so you can take a nap. Eat in here or kitchen?”


  “Here is good.” I scoot until my back hits the headboard and fold my legs comfortably. Jon walks to Evie’s dresser and places the bag on top.


  “Wait here.” He jogs out of the room and returns seconds later with a baking sheet.


  “Food’s already cooked. I don’t think we need that.” I raise a brow in question. Jon chuckles.


  “Here. I don’t do fancy shit, but when you want to eat in bed—” He places the tray on my lap, opens the Chipotle bag, and arranges napkins, fork, food, and drink on top. “A cookie sheet works just as well.” He smiles proudly and I giggle. It’s sweet.


  “Hey, how did you know this is my favorite?” I shovel a bite of rice, chicken, and guacamole goodness into my mouth.


  “Oh, please, you and Evie, always going on about ‘Chipotle is my life,’ how could I miss that? I hope it’s okay?”


  “It’s wonderful.” I say between mouthfuls. I didn’t realize how famished I was until he brought the food. So good.


  “What’s your pleasure?”


  You. My head pops up and I swallow the mouthful of food. “What?” I snap out of my food lust coma to find Jon messing with the controls of the remote. Oh. For a second there… Never mind.


  “Grey’s.”


  “You and Evie and that damn show. What’s so special about it?”


  “You’ll just have to watch to find out. Wanna stay and watch it with me?” Jon pauses to look over his shoulder, his gaze intense and searching my own. For what, I don’t know.


  “Yeah. Okay. I’ll stay and watch a little while.” I can’t help the giant grin that spreads across my face. I swear I catch him grin before he turns his attention back to the remote. Finished with my food I turn and set the tray on the side table. Ouch. I wince as pain slices down my spine.


  “You okay?” Jon is at the side of the bed in seconds, brows furrowed with concern.


  “Just my neck and back. I guess playing bumper cars wasn’t the greatest of ideas.” I reach an arm to rub the base of my neck. He chuckles.


  “Scoot.” I inch my body forward, still sitting on the bed and watch in fascination as the man toes off his shoes and socks. He moves with purpose and a gentleness that I find in complete odds with his large, muscular male frame.


  He steps onto the bed behind me, sitting and cradling me between his long legs. Clicking play on the remote brings an episode of Grey’s Anatomy to the TV hanging on the opposite wall. His big, strong hands move to my neck and he uses his fingers to knead my sore muscles. It’s sweet and intimate. I sigh in pleasure, both at the feeling of his fingers moving across my skin and at the relief they bring.


  Oh hell. How did I not know Jon had such skills in the massage department? I’m aroused and blissed out at the same time, and unable to focus on the show at hand.


  “So she’s torn between the two doctors?”


  I’ve no clue what’s happening on the screen. “Mmmhmm.” Jon laughs.


  “That feel good?” He works his fingers lower. They make their way all the way down my spine and I let my head and body fall forward to give him better access.


  “Please don’t stop what you’re doing.” I manage to get out.


  His magic fingers move over my tank and I wish he’d peel the fabric away so we could be skin to skin. My skin warms yet I shiver in response to the explicit thoughts racing through my mind. My phone pings from the bedside table, alerting me to an incoming message, but I ignore it. Nothing, and I mean nothing, takes precedence over this man’s fingers working me over.


  Jon’s fingers still when my phone pings again. The bed sinks and his hands are gone. I whip my head up to find him grabbing his socks and shoes.


  “What’d I miss? Where are you going? That felt really good.”


  “I’m glad I made you feel better. Looks like you’ve got someone you need to talk to.” He nods over to my cell and turns to leave the room. I’m confused. Why is he leaving? Things were just getting good. Guys don’t leave when things get good. I leave them. I reach for my phone and grab it. Jon turns once more at the doorway.


  “Oh, I almost forgot.” He digs one hand in his back pocket, pulls out a small bag, and tosses it my way. I reach out and catch a bag of Skittles. He remembered. I look up and he’s already out the door and down the hall.


  My phone pings again. Trent’s name flashes across the screen.


  Trent Rock God: Come over and hang out tonight?


  Shit, shit, shit! I scroll through to see the two other messages he sent. Texts I missed. Texts Jon read while running his hands over my skin in this very bed. Shit!


  Trent Rock God: Chick, you are making me crazy. Can’t stop thinking about you.


  Trent Rock God: Tuesday night can’t come soon enough.


  I look at the bag of Skittles in my lap and feel moisture gather behind my eyelids. I blink back the tears that threaten to fall, take a deep breath, and close my eyes. I remember exactly why Skittles are my favorite candy.


  I sat on the front steps of Evie’s front porch, waiting, not so patiently, for my best friend to come home from her afterschool shift at the Water N Ice store a few blocks away. She had her license but it would still be a few months before I could get mine. Which probably wouldn’t even happen. The way my parents argued over money every night I didn’t want to stress them out more by asking to drive. We didn’t have money for another car or insurance. Hell, we didn’t even have money for rent. Whatever.


  I unzipped the pocket of my backpack and pulled out a bag of Skittles. Shouting voices burst through an open door down the street and I lift my eyes toward the sound, finding Jon walking out his front door and slamming it shut behind him. His long and lengthy frame moves with purpose as he jogs toward the street and halts. A scowl covers his usually smiling face. I’m no mind reader but he looks pissed. More shouting sounds from inside the house and he turns to glance back at the sound before he shoves his hands in his pockets and begins coming my way. As he gets closer I yell out to him.


  “Hey, Jon.” I offer a shy smile and a wave, and he nods. He strolls the rest of the way to Evie’s porch, then stands before me and studies the ground. I’ve never seen him this way. He is always so friendly. Something must be wrong.


  “Wanna sit?” He nods and takes a seat on the step next to me. We both sit in silence for a few more minutes.


  “Wanna talk about it?”


  “Not really.” His distraught expression leads me to do something bold. I reach over to where his hand lays on the step next to me and squeeze it with my own. I offer him another smile.


  “It’s okay. My parents scream like that too. Everything will be okay.” He lets out a deep sigh and his body moves up and down with small movements. It takes a moment to realize he’s crying. I don’t know exactly what to do but I let go of his hand, scoot closer, and wrap an arm around his much broader frame. We stay like that. I don’t have the words to make it better and he doesn’t seem to mind. He stops crying.


  “Wanna share my Skittles?” Jon laughs and pulls away. He wipes the tears with his palms.


  “Yeah, okay.”


  I pull the candy out once more and tear open the bag. I pour some into his outstretched hand and we lean back, looking out at the street.


  “My parents are getting divorced. And before you say you’re sorry, it’s actually a good thing. They fight every day. They hate each other. I hate going home. It’s just—I guess it’s still a shock to know, you know, that the people who created you don’t want to be together anymore.”


  I nod and listen. I’m not sure of the best reply so I let the silence stretch between us. I chew my candy, Jon chews his, and then I pour him another handful. He chuckles and I turn my head to find him smiling.


  “You’re like my own personal rainbow, Kate. This was a bad day, like the worst kind of storm, and you brought the sunshine. A rainbow to give me hope. Thank you.” He leans over to kiss the top of my head, and my cheeks heat from the weight of his words.


  He remembered. He had to. Damn him. Damn him for making me hope for more, when I know there isn’t a chance in hell we can ever have that. And damn Trent and his flirty texts for ruining a perfectly good moment. I release a frustrated breath and flop back on the bed. Curled up with my pillows and bag of candy, I resolve to get lost in the drama unfolding on screen and not the kind filling my own life.
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  “So mhphm goo.”


  I laugh, sitting across from Evie at this little breakfast joint in Old Town. Between the two of us we ordered a slew of pancakes, bacon, eggs, and home fries—it’s scrumptious and we both stuff our faces between catching up.


  “So good. Better than sex, maybe? Nah, but maybe a close second.”


  I reach for my tea and wash down my last bite before I grill her. She’s been my bestie since middle school so I know she needs a little probing before she’ll dish about everything going on in her life.


  “Now. Tate. I need the good, the bad, and the ugly.” I raise my brow and pin her with my most intimidating expression. “Almost a week of living in sin, but with a sister and her two rugrats in the next room. How’s that going?” Evie shakes her head and sips coffee.


  “It’s going really well. It’s not like I’ve never slept over before. You know I love Carly and her boys.”


  “Yeah, but this isn’t just a short stay-cation. You’re looking at another three weeks. You may actually have to fart in front of each other. Find out he’s not so perfect. Maybe the mystery and appeal will start to drift?” She smiles at my words, but shakes her head in opposition.


  “Nope. Not a chance. He’s it for me, Kate. I don’t care how smelly his farts are, the man is mine and I’m his. And Carly and the boys, they’re part of the Tate package and I gladly accept.”


  I am happy for Evie but still skeptical. How can she be so certain?


  “So what does Tate say? Have you guys talked about a future together?” Evie blushes and looks away to stare out the window.


  “We have. I don’t know when exactly it will happen—we only started dating a few months ago—but when you know, you just know. I know Tate will ask me to marry him, and I know I’ll say yes.”


  I pause, my fork full of bacon and eggs and halfway from plate to mouth, astonished and in shock. I don’t even attempt to school my reaction. Evie’s gaze drops to her plate and she gently sets her mug on the table before she twists her hands together in her lap. Ah, crap. I made her feel bad. It’s not that I’m not happy for her; I am. It’s just a surprise to know they’re already talking marriage. A tiny part of me worries I’ll lose my best friend to her soulmate. I reach across the small table, clutch her hands in my own, and lean in as close as I can to catch her worried gaze. I flash a genuine smile.


  “I am so fucking happy for you. You hear me? You’ll always be my number one and I want you to have everything good life has to offer. Tate’s a great guy. I know he can give you that.”


  She lets out a deep breath.


  “Thank you, Kate. And you know I want the same for you. There is a perfect man out there for you, you just haven’t met him yet. Hey, maybe I can get payback and try and play matchmaker for you!” I laugh. I may have set her up on some disastrous dates in the past.


  “No way, sister! I find my own meat. I’m a damn fine huntress if I do say so myself.” She chuckles and rolls her eyes at my enthusiasm.


  “Yeah, maybe I should stay away from matchmaking. You seem like you still want to play before settling down.”


  “I love to play so much that I may never settle down.” I grin.


  She chuckles before going all Dr. Phil. “Oh, you just watch, Miss Kate Bryant. One day some man is gonna come rock your world so hard you won’t even know what hit you. You’ll join the club of happily ever afters one day, mark my words!”


  “Well when you say come and hard in the same sentence it doesn’t sound so bad.”


  “Kate!” We laugh and I smile so big it hurts my face. I love this girl and the joy we share together.


  “Okay. Your turn to spill. How is it really going with Jon? Are you going to survive living together without committing murder? I won’t have my bestie in lock up on my future wedding day. Please tell me you haven’t committed any crimes as of yet.”


  “Err… does destroying public property count?” I bite my lip and tap my chin, “Well, technically I got off with a citation so I guess it doesn’t.”


  “Kate!” Evie’s brows shoot up. I nonchalantly sip my tea, shrugging my shoulders.


  “What can I say? I didn’t mean to, and Jon asked me to cause a distraction. He should know better than to make a request without specific instructions.”


  “Hold up. Jon was there? Please start at the beginning.”


  I fill her in on my day yesterday and about the band I’m working with. She Googles them while we talk and is impressed.


  “Wow. Kate, this is a big account for you and the studio. How will you get around all week without a car, though? Damn, this is like the worst timing to not be living at your own apartment.”


  “You’re preaching to the choir. I know, I’m having a bit of bad luck, but it’s sprinkled with good, too. Jon said he’ll drive me this week since he owes me for saving his ass.” Evie’s brows lift in surprise.


  “It’s nice to hear you two are getting along better. Not gonna lie, I was a little worried that this temporary living arrangement would be a disaster.”


  I wave my hand across my face. “Pssh. We’re both grown adults. We’ll manage. Oh, and best news ever, I have free VIP tickets to Three Ugly Guys this Tuesday night at Goat Head. Please tell me you can make it.”


  “Uh, yeah! I’m so there. How many tickets do you have? We should make it an impromptu girls’ night out.”


  “As many as I need. I’ll text Melissa now. Do you think Carly would want to come too? If she could get someone to watch the boys?”


  “Let me text her. I think Tate is off this Tuesday night. He’ll stay with the boys.”


  A few minutes later we’re all set with plans for an epic girls’ night. We split the bill and walk outside to where Evie’s parked.


  “Now I know why you wanted me to pick you up!” She laughs and opens her car doors with a click. I walk around the front to the passenger seat.


  “Ha ha! Get your laughs in while you can.” I smile and buckle up.


  “I’m sorry, I won’t laugh anymore. Oh, hey, is Jon’s friend staying the week?”


  “Jon has friends?” I turn my chin to study Evie as she talks.


  “Apparently, yes. Some Army buddy, Alex I think, is coming into town and Jon asked if he could stay at the apartment. I said yes. I’m sorry, I hope that’s okay. I should have asked you or had Jon ask you.” Evie glances sideways, a worried frown pulling at the corners of her lips.


  “It’s fine. It’s your apartment, I’m just visiting. Besides, you’re concerned I won’t be okay rooming with not one, but two, hot ex-military guys? Hello! I’m not sure we’ve met. I’m Kate Bryant and I love men.” Evie giggles, focus back on the road.


  “You’re right, what was I thinking? I can always count on you to come through for your country.”


  “It’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make.” We continue to joke until she pulls up to the apartment.


  “Thanks for the ride, hooker!” I lean over the console and give her a squeeze before I open the door and walk to the apartment. I’m happy and carefree, the same way I always feel after time with my best friend. She brings out the best in me, and I swear the laughter we share should be bottled up and sold, it’s that contagious.


  I slide my key into the lock and open the door, surprised when I walk in to find Jon’s not alone. In fact, he’s smiling as a gorgeous woman with pixie blonde hair and big blue eyes sits next to him on the couch. She’s talking animatedly and I feel as though I’ve intruded upon a private moment. Neither notices my arrival.


  I drop my purse loudly on the kitchen counter, paste on my most charming smile, and walk toward the living area.


  “Kate! You’re back!” Jon waves and then nods to the woman sitting beside him. She studies me with a curious smile. “This is my friend Alex. We served together in Iraq. Alex, meet Kate.”


  “You’re a woman.” I blurt out. My eyes widen and I slap my hand over my mouth. Jon scowls and Alex laughs at my verbal diarrhea.


  “Yeah, I’ve always been a woman. We’re you expecting someone else?”


  “Oh, my god! I’m so sorry. I just—When Evie told me your Army buddy was named Alex, I just assumed. Well, you know what they say when you assume... I’ll shut up now.” I cringe and rub my temple.


  “I like your friend, Jon.” Alex laughs and moves to stand, gripping the edge of the couch before pulling herself up.


  “You’re missing a leg.” It falls from my lips before I can zip my mouth shut. Oh, my god. Seriously, Kate. Sensitive much?


  Alex bursts into laughter and Jon sends me a glare so fierce I have to look away.


  “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be allowed to speak in public. That was horribly insensitive. I just didn’t notice at first. Stupid excuse. I swear I’m not usually an asshole.”


  “It’s okay, I know my leg is missing. Damn IED tried to take me out. It’s easier to address the elephant in the room. The worst is when people just stare. It’s nice to meet you, Kate.” She walks forward and offers her hand with a grin. I return her smile with one of my own and shake her hand.


  “It’s nice to meet you too, Alex. And I’m glad to see Jon has friends. We worry about him sometimes.” I pause to wink at Jon, who looks slightly less irritated. “Anything you need while you are staying here you just let me know. Mi casa, su casa.”


  We release hands and I step back. I feel better now that Alex seems like a cool chick. “Well, I’ll let you guys catch up. I’m going to head to my room for a little bit.” I grab my bag from the kitchen, fill a glass of water, and head down the hall. Just as I’m about to close my door I overhear a piece of their conversation.


  “—can I say, that’s Kate.”


  “Well, I like her.”


  “Yeah, I do too.”
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  “HAVE A GOOD DAY AT school, little girl.” I shout out the window as I drop Kate off outside the studio. She flips her middle finger over her shoulder without a look back and struts to the door, ass swinging from side to side in the black leather and lace rocker chick outfit she’s wearing.


  Trouble.


  I shake my head to clear my thoughts and drive to Matt’s Big Breakfast over on Seventh Avenue, where Evie and I are meeting Susie McAllister. I figure the best way to break bad news to a pregnant lady is over good food. I still can’t believe the evidence I was able to scrounge up on Saturday.


  My phone rings and I click the button on my steering wheel to pick up.


  “Hello.”


  “Ah, yes. Is this Jonathan Beltran?” A woman’s soft voice comes through my speakers.


  “Speaking. What can I do for you?”


  “I would like to hire you. I’m concerned about my husband and I hear you’re the one to call.”


  “Sure thing. If I can just get your name and number, we can set up a time to meet. My partner Evelyn Harper and I are free most mornings for new client consults. So, you let me know what day works best for you.”


  “Can I ask a special request?”


  “You can always ask.” I roll my eyes. So this one’s gonna start out high maintenance. This is why I prefer Evie to handle client communication. I have no patience for this shit.


  “I, uh… I happen to know your partner, Evelyn. Quite well, in fact. So, I’d like to have you handle the case without her involvement.”


  “Huh. Well, I’m sure we can work something out. How exactly do you know Evelyn?”


  “She and my daughter have been best friends since middle school.”


  My eyes widen. Wow. I’m speaking to Kate’s mother. I’m glad Mrs. Bryant can’t see my reaction as I’m sure my face reads: WTF!


  “I just don’t want her personal feelings toward myself or my husband to cloud the investigation. And I can’t have my daughter aware of what’s going on. You understand, I’m sure.”


  I clear my throat. “Of course. I’m pulling up to a meeting now. Is this the best number to reach you?”


  “Yes, it’s my cell phone.”


  “Okay, give me a few hours and I’ll call you back with a time to meet.”


  “I look forward to your call, Mr. Beltran.”


  I press end and shake my head again. I should probably decline the case, being so personally involved with Kate and Evie, but hell if I’m not curious as to what Kate’s parents have going on. Since I’ve moved back it’s clear Kate doesn’t have much of a relationship with her parents. I wonder what happened while I was in the service to cause that change.


  Grabbing the manila envelope from the dash, I secure it under one arm, step out of my truck, and lock the doors with a click. I see Evie just inside a booth and wave as I approach. We talked last night on the phone and came up with the best way to break the news to Mrs. McAllister. I hope this goes well. In these situations you really can’t predict just how people will react.


  “Hey, Evie.”


  “Hey, Jon. How’s it going?”


  “Not too bad. You ready?”


  “As ready as I’ll ever be for this kind of meeting. I already ordered breakfast for the three of us. Food should soften the news, right?”


  “Usually does. Can I ask you something?”


  “Shoot.”


  “How come Kate doesn’t talk to her parents anymore?” The words barely leave my mouth before Evie frantically shakes her head.


  “Oh, nope. Not going there. Bestie code and all that. You’ll have to ask Kate if you want to know and just a heads up—” I nod for her to continue. “—you don’t want to ask her about it.”


  “Oh.”


  “Yeah.” Evie waves over my shoulder and I get up to switch sides of the booth so I sit across from our client.


  “Mrs. McAllister, you look beautiful this morning.” Evie compliments.


  “I look like hell.” She squeezes herself into the booth and rubs her belly, huffing out a big breath of air. “It is too hot to be this pregnant. Now, what did you find on my husband?” I’m glad for her no nonsense attitude this morning. Should make things easier.


  “I was able to obtain some documents over the weekend. And what we found is very surprising.” I open the envelope and slide out the copies I printed.


  “He cheated on me, didn’t he? With that pretty young secretary? He knocked her up too, didn’t he? That lying son of a—”


  “Susie.” Evie cuts in. “Your husband didn’t cheat on you. That is, unless you were dating during his senior year of high school?”


  Susie blinks her eyes, her brows furrowing. “What? No. We didn’t meet until after grad school.”


  “That’s what we thought. Has Rob ever told you he has a child?”


  “No. That can’t be. What are you talking about?” I hand over each copied document as I give her the rundown.


  “We found documentation that shows your husband’s secretary, Tammy Fellows, was given up for adoption three days after her birth. These records were sealed until she was eighteen. Only a year ago, she was able to track down her father, your husband, with the help of a private investigator. Your husband had her go through testing to confirm she actually is his biological daughter. That and sign an NDA agreeing that she would never tell anyone of their relationship if he helped her with employment and medical expenses. About the same time you became pregnant, Rob received the proof he was Tammy’s father, and a soon to be grandfather.”


  Susie’s eyes are wide and her mouth gapes open. She hasn’t stopped rubbing her large belly. The server stops by and plops down three big, steaming plates. Continuing to stare at the paperwork laid before her, Susie grabs a fork with her left hand and shovels food into her mouth.


  “Anything else I can getcha?” Our server smacks her gum and glances at Susie, Evie, and myself before taking in my headshake to move to the next table.


  “So you’re telling me that my husband is going to be a father and a grandfather about the same time, all before his thirty-eighth birthday.” Susie chokes out between bites.


  Evie and I nod our agreement. I glance at Evie, who shrugs before she picks up her fork and digs in. I guess I better catch up before these women move in on my plate.


  Susie shakes her head and blinks her eyes. “Of all the possibilities I was prepared to face today, this wasn’t even a guess. Do you know why Rob didn’t tell me?”


  “Now, that we don’t know. That’s something only you can find out. If you choose to confront him on the matter.” Evie offers sympathetically.


  “Well, I don’t know how I can’t. It’s not like I’ll be able to forget what I’ve learned. And now it’s clear that Rob loves Tammy, just not in the way I feared. He’s always talking about how she’s the best assistant he’s ever had and how she’s such a strong woman for being brave enough to be a single mom. Oh!” Susie’s face lights up. “Now I get it. Everything makes sense. I was taking all of his interest as a romantic relationship. He’s just a proud father. Yes. I have to confront him. Confront them both. Tammy needs to know she’s welcome in our home. Hell, that makes me a stepmom doesn’t it?” She giggles before adding. “And I guess grandma too. Never thought I could say that at thirty-three!”


  I’m relieved Susie’s taking the news in stride. I just have one last piece to deliver.


  “Mrs. McAllister. There’s something else you should know. The methods used to obtain these documents. Not completely innocent. So, if you bring this up, be prepared to answer questions.”


  “Where were the documents?”


  “In the client and vendor files of your husband’s office. Under the tab Virgo. That’s what caught my eye.”


  “Ha! My OCD husband. Even when he’s hiding something, he’s organized.”


  “What do you mean?” Evie questions.


  “Oh, just a conversation I had once with Tammy. She’s a Virgo and I’m a Sagittarius, astrology signs.” Evie and I nod. “Oh! I can’t stand it. I have to talk to Rob right now. I hope you don’t mind that I eat and run. I’m just so relieved. I can’t wait another second to clear the air.”


  “Of course. It was a pleasure working for you, Susie.” Evie and I both stand and shake hands before she waddles out the restaurant.


  “Well, that went well.”


  “It sure did. I’m glad. So, shall we?” Evie nods to the exit and I drop cash on the table cover the bill.


  “I’ll meet you back at the office.”


  “Sounds good.”


  When I’m back in my truck I pull my cell out and dial Mrs. Bryant’s number. Well, if Evie and Kate didn’t want to tell me about the past I’d just have to find out on my own. That, and figure out what exactly Mr. Bryant is up to these days to cause his wife to hire a PI. I set up a meeting for the following evening. Now to focus on another day’s work before I pick up my roommate.
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  Pulling up to the studio, I find a coveted space street side. She asked me to pick her up any time after six, but I’m a little early so I decide to go inside and see where she spends all her time.


  I open the front door and appreciate the blast of cool air that comes from inside. The building is older but the place is clean and modern. Indie rock plays through the stereo and a pretty young thing with a full sleeve of tattoos sits behind a big desk. Breathtaking photographs, some more commercial, others portraits, line the walls in the only decoration. Loud laughter drifts down the hallway.


  “Hi, how can I help you?”


  “Hello, I’m Kate’s friend. I’m here to pick her up but I’m a little early.”


  “Oh, you must be Jon! She told us all about you. I’m Teagan.” She offers a wide smile, pulls her phone from the desk, and cradles it at her ear. “Kate. Jon’s here for you. Yep. Sure thing.”


  “She’s still finishing up. She’ll come get you in a minute if you want to have a seat.”


  “Yep. Thanks, Teagan.”


  I move to sit in a space age looking silver chair and try to settle in to wait. The furniture is cool to look at but about as comfortable as a metal bleacher. Thankfully, only a few minutes pass before Kate emerges from the hallway.


  “Hey, Jon. I’ve still got some work left before I can wrap up, do you want to leave and come back? I’m sorry, I should have called.” I pull myself up from the chair and loud boisterous voices follow Kate from down the hall. Soon the small waiting room is filled with several faces I’ve never met before and a few I have.


  “Hey, Jon!” Marc waves and Steph nods my way before they head into their offices. Kate gives me an apologetic smile before she steps closer and gains the attention of the group.


  “You know how I told you about the band we are working with over the next few weeks? Well, these are the members of Three Ugly Guys. Derek plays drums.” She gestures to the guy whose arms are covered in ink. I nod his way and he smiles. I catch the flash of silver from inside his mouth.


  “Sean plays bass.” A bigger dude with a shaved head and a few tats of his own nods my way. “’Sup.”


  “Austin plays lead guitar and sings backup vocals, as well.” He steps forward and offers his hand to shake. “How’s it going, man? Nice to meet you. Any friend of Kate’s is a friend of ours.” We shake hands and I can already tell he’s the diplomat of the group.


  Jason pops his head around the hallway. “Kate, let’s wrap up the individuals before we call it quits today. Oh, hey, Jon. How’s is going?”


  “Good. How about you, Jason?”


  “No complaints here. Especially with these superstar clients. Sean, you’re up first.” Sean follows Jason down the hallway.


  Kate looks around the room, brows knit. “Uh, guys, where did Trent go?”


  “He’s waiting for you in your office.” Derek laughs.


  “Why? That’s weird. Did someone tell him to do that?” More chuckles from Derek.


  “Nah. Probably just trying to get you alone. He wants you, Miss Bryant.”


  Austin joins Derek’s laughter. “Yeah, he does. In the worst way. Be strong, Kate.”


  Kate turns and strides down the hallway and I follow. If some douche name Trent tries to make a move on Kate I’m not waiting in the lobby like a loser. As Kate enters her office I’m right behind her, finding Trent lounging on the white couch, grinning ear to ear.


  “I knew you’d eventually have to come in here.”


  “Hey Trent.” Kate smiles her megawatt smile. “I heard you were waiting for me. I’d like to introduce you to my friend, Jon. Jon, this is Trent, lead vocalist of Three Ugly Guys.” He gives me a once over and a nod and I can’t seem to help the words that spill from my mouth.


  “So, you must be the ugly one?” He stands to his full height and gives me a lazy grin. He’s taller than me by a few inches, but I’ve got him beat with bulk. His hair is long for a dude. He runs a hand through it and tucks it behind his ears.


  “Kate, you didn’t tell me you had a jealous meathead for a boyfriend.” She rolls her eyes.


  “He’s not my boyfriend, he’s my roommate. For now.” She glares my way.


  “Kate! I need you a sec!” Jason calls from down the hall. She sends me one last warning glower and turns on her heel. Now I’m left alone with the love child of Chris Helmsworth and Adam Levine.


  “So, you’re Kate’s roommate?”


  “Yeah.”


  “You two dating?”


  “No.”


  “Good.” The corners of Trent’s mouth pull into a grin. “Then, you won’t get in my way as I charm the pants off her.” I scowl and straighten my spine to my full height. I take one step closer to this jackass.


  “What the fuck did you just say?” His hands raise in surrender and he backs up a few steps.


  “Whoa! No offense man. I’m sure you’ve noticed what a fine piece of ass she is, that’s all I’m saying.”


  “She’s a hell of a lot more than a piece of ass, so until you grow up or can see that, I suggest you stay the hell away from her.” Trent chuckles under his breath before he steps toe to toe with me. His easygoing demeanor from earlier is gone. He narrows his gaze to meet my own. The air crackles with tension so thick I can almost taste it. My muscles tighten in response, ready and willing to fight if this guy lifts one finger.


  “Challenge accepted, Johnny boy.” The door swings open and my eyes shift to see Kate standing at the doorway, her gaze narrowed as she studies Trent and me.


  “You boys want to pull out your dicks now? Get this over with and see who’s bigger?” Her sassy attitude breaks the tension. Trent laughs and steps away from me.


  “No need, chick. I’m absolutely certain that’s a contest I’d win.”


  “Maybe I should give you a gold star? Come on, they need you again.” She gestures to him and turns. Trent jogs to catch up but I hear them as they walk back down the hall.


  “Sure, you can give it to me on our first date.”


  “I didn’t agree to a first date.”


  “Not yet, but you will.” Their voices fade and I can’t hear any more without following them. Fucker. I don’t like Trent; something about him gives me a bad feeling. He’s trouble, that’s for sure, and I hope Kate realizes it and steers clear.


  I’m wound up and restless from my little encounter with music man so I walk around Kate’s office, searching. For what, I don’t know. I’m too irritated to sit still and wait. Her laptop sits open at her desk and I glance at the screen. No, not going there. I’m not a total dick and going there would be invasive of her privacy.


  As I walk around her desk I notice one of the middle drawers is ajar about an inch. Bored and curious I can’t help but slide the drawer open. What’s inside has my total attention.


  I plop into Kate’s chair and pull out the stack of prints. A large stack too, I’d estimate fifty or more, and carefully flip through them. Nudes. All of the photographs printed in black and white and of subjects, mostly males, but of all different ages, races, and styles. And though the subjects wear no clothes, they are posed or covered in such a way that doesn’t speak vulgar or pornographic, but more like art that pushes boundaries.


  The photographer has captured feeling and intensity in each portrait. I’m not an art expert or anything, but these are good. I wonder which of Kate’s employers took them.


  “What are you doing?” Kate’s low tone stops my perusal as she enters her office. I stand and set down the photographs.


  “You caught me red-handed. I found these photographs and couldn’t help but look through them. They are really good. Are they going in a show or something?”


  Kate strides to her desk and begins sorting the photos back into order. She laughs softly and shakes her head.


  “Oh, God no. I wish. You like them?” She looks up from under her lashes, a pink hue colors her cheeks and it hits me.


  “You took these?” She narrows her gaze and scowls before she shoves the collection back into her desk with a forceful thud.


  “Don’t sound so surprised! I’m not always a total idiot.”


  She tries to turn away but I catch her arm.


  “Hey, Kate. I don’t think you’re an idiot. These are just really good. Like really good and should be hanging in some art collection. You’ve been holding out on us, Bryant. Do you have any other secret talents I don’t know about?” A grin pulls at her lips and she lets out a giggle.


  “Wouldn’t you like to know?” She wiggles her brows and I grin. Always with the tongue in cheek, this one. I drop my hand from her arm and she moves to pack up her things.


  “I’m serious, Kate. Your work should be in an art show. Does Marc know about these?”


  “No. Jason knows I like to dabble in photography. He’s even modeled for me a few times. But I’ve never told Marc or Steph. It’s just a hobby. I enjoy it, but I am nowhere near talented enough to make a career of it. And that’s fine by me. It’s something I enjoy doing, just for me, not for anyone else. You ready to go now? Sorry it took me so long to wrap up today.”


  I nod and follow Kate out of the office, toward the front of the studio. It’s quiet now. Everyone else is obviously gone for the day, including the rock stars.


  “Not a problem. I was a little early, anyway. So, that band you are working with seems like a pain in the ass.” I reach to hold open the door. Once outside in the blistering heat Kate turns to lock up with her key. The lock clicks and she gives me a knowing smile.


  “Is somebody jealous?” She sing songs.


  “No. I just thought that Trent guy was a bit much, if you ask me.”


  “Is that why you felt the need to get into a pissing contest with my client?” She raises a brow before strutting to my truck. She’s still wearing the lace and leather outfit from this morning and all I want to do is get her home and peel it from her body. But she’s not mine. I growl and stomp to my truck, then use the remote to unlock the doors. We both climb inside and I start the engine.


  “I mean it, Kate. Stay away from that Trent guy.”


  “Whatever. Let’s just call a truce. So… what’s the story with Alex?


  “Alex is a cool chick. I don’t want to hear you say one negative word about her.”


  “I wasn’t going to. I actually like her and you two seem really close. She must be a good person to break through the Giant Wall of Jon. But why’s she staying with us for the week?”


  “I guess there’s some doctor here that specializes in prosthetics. He works with a lot of VA patients and heard about her case through a colleague, and invited her to come for the week.”


  “So, you two served together overseas?”


  “Yeah, in Iraq.”


  “Were you with her when she was injured?”


  “I was in the Hummer behind hers.” Kate reaches her hand to cover my right hand. I don’t even realize I’m tapping it against my leg until her soft skin covers mine. I try and relax before continuing. “She was the only survivor from her vehicle. I pulled her from the wreckage while our buddy Will played medic until we could get her to an actual doctor. It was a mess. A fucking mess. She’s tough as nails, though, and a fighter. She never gave up.”


  Kate holds my hand until I pull into my reserved spot at the apartment. She doesn’t speak the rest of the ride but when I cut the ignition she undoes her seatbelt and climbs over the center console to hug me. “Thank you for your service to our country. I don’t think I’ve ever told you, but I’ve always thought it.” She pulls back and twists the opposite direction to pull the door handle. Her words surprise me and fill me with satisfaction. I am and always will be proud of my service, and her acknowledgement honors me.


  Opening my door, I have to take a few long strides to catch up with up her.


  “I’m making dinner tonight if you’d like to join me and Alex. You’re more than welcome.” She offers me a grin.


  “Thanks, but I already have plans. And don’t worry, you don’t have to drive me.”


  “I wasn’t worried.”


  “Good. Oh, and I don’t need a ride tomorrow, either. Steph said she’d pick me up on her way, and my insurance is covering a rental for a week so I’ll pick that up during lunch. Thank you though, for being willing.”


  Disappointment floods me. I don’t like the fact Kate won’t need me for the next few days. And that irks me because what does that say about me as a person. I’m mad because some woman doesn’t need me to be at her beck and call. I can feel my attachment toward Kate growing. It’s disconcerting, unearthing feelings of unease, nervousness, unbalance.


  I don’t like relying on others. I’d rather they count on me. My last psychiatrist chalked it up to deep seated issues of abandonment and disappointment from my parents. I think that’s all a bunch of BS. Just because I figured out that people will disappoint more than not has more to do with what experience has shown.


  Hell, what’s wrong with me? I don’t need to be driving Miss Daisy all week, anyway. I’ve got extra surveillance with Scottsdale PD, a meeting with Kate’s mom, and I’d like to hang with Alex when she’s not meeting with doctors or in therapy. It’s a blessing I don’t have to spend more time with Kate.


  Yeah, keep telling yourself that, Jon.


  


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  BRUSH. BLEND. SLIDE.


  My nerves settle as I methodically paint my lips a bright cherry red, and my eyes a blend of earth tones with thick black liner and lashes to match. I’m eager to watch the band perform tonight. Excited for a night out with good friends and co-workers. Trent’s blatant attempts to ensure my agreement to a date over the past few days should’ve been annoying, but I’m enjoying our little game of cat and mouse. The man’s hot. He sports sexual confidence and is funny too. The problem is he knows it. His ego’s bigger than the size of his dick, and from what I can tell by the skinny jeans he rocks, that’s pretty big.


  Finished with my hair and makeup, I slip a little black dress up and over my body, careful not to mess up my work. I slide my feet into my Louboutins, black and white heels with cute ribbon accents. Striking several poses, I give myself a quick once over in the mirror. Hell yeah. I look good. Time to party.


  Opening my door, I start down our hallway, but stop short when I hear the hushed tones of Jon and Alex in the living room. Yes, I’m being nosy, but I have no qualms about snooping. I assume they’re on the couch and quietly inch closer, keeping out of their line of sight.


  “—said I have about a seventy-five percent shot. I’m not giving up. You can’t see a Bouncing Betty so it’s no one’s fault. I stopped blaming God months ago. I’m done being angry. Life sucks ass sometimes, but I won’t let it keep me down.”


  “You’re one kick ass comrade, Alex. I’m glad your rehab brought you out for a visit. I miss it, you know. Sometimes I think I should’ve reenlisted. Stupid that I actually miss the taste of green beans coffee enough to wish for deployment.”


  “Ha! Yeah, that’s some kick ass brew.” Jon and Alex laugh. “How are you really doing, Jon? It’s not easy transitioning back to civilian life. Have you found a counselor here yet?”


  “I haven’t really.”


  “Like you haven’t found a great one yet or you haven’t even looked?”


  I listen closely for Jon’s reply but none comes.


  “Oh, that’s a bad move, my friend. Seriously, you have to talk about the shit that goes on in that head of yours. After the things we’ve seen, the things we’ve done—it’s not something that goes away just because you physically move away from it.”


  “I appreciate the concern, but I’ve got things under control.”


  “I’ll let you off the hook tonight, but let it be known that I don’t agree with the sweep it under the rug coping mechanism.”


  “I hear you, Alex. I do. I’m just not interested in hashing out my feelings with you or anyone right now.” Jon’s voice growls with irritation.


  I take the opportunity to loudly stomp into the room and interrupt their conversation. “Hey, Army, what do you two crazy lovebirds have on the agenda for tonight?” I flash a smile and send Jon a wink. He releases an eye roll and a frustrated breath.


  “We aren’t up to anything. I’ve got to roll out for some surveillance later. Where the hell are you off to on a weeknight dressed like that?”


  “Oh, this little ol’ thing?” I twirl around. Jon curses under his breath. “I’m off to meet friends to see a local band play before they go worldwide. It’s the group we’re working with. Should be a good time, so I know you won’t want to go.” I glance over to Alex who wears a smirk. “Alex, do you wanna come out with me for a night on the town? It’s free cover and drinks for us in the VIP room.”


  “You had me at free. Sounds like a good time. Give me a few minutes to throw something else on?”


  “You betcha.” She walks down the hall and Jon glares my way. He clenches and unclenches his jaw as he stands from the couch.


  “You’re really going out like that?”


  “Why? Daddy doesn’t approve?” I goad him with a pout of my lips.


  “I’m not your daddy,” Jon grinds out.


  “Huh, could have fooled me with how you act. Maybe you would be into that kind of thing? Would you like it if I called you daddy during sex?”


  He laughs and rolls his eyes.


  “Depends. Do I get to spank you?” Now that’s a visual. My spine tingles in response.


  “Only if I’m naughty. And for the record…” I walk directly in front of where Jon stands. We’re inches from each other and my tall shoes have us eye level for once. I lean close to whisper in his ear. “…I’m always naughty.”


  “Fuck!” Jon swears under his breath. He runs his hands through his hair and stomps off toward the kitchen. Seconds later Alex appears from the bathroom dressed in a fitted black tank and black pants. Sexy, yet understated.


  “Ready to go?”


  “Hell yeah! Later, Jon.”


  “Be safe, you two. Don’t get into any trouble. I’m not in the mood to bail you out tonight.”


  “Thanks, Dad!”


  Alex laughs and I join in as we slam the door behind us. Alex is a good time, I can tell already. And I desperately need a night free of my roomie. He occupies my thoughts enough as it is. Tonight, I’m focusing on new friendships. That, and partying with rock stars.
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  Alex and I push our way inside Goat Head Saloon, a local dive bar known for its live music. I say dive bar because they actually pride themselves in the title, voted Best Dive Bar five years running. A giant of a man checks our ID’s briefly before waving us inside. The rest of the group is already here, hanging out in the upstairs VIP section of the bar.


  I link my arm with Alex’s and lead her through the crowd to the staircase near the bar. I flash the bouncer a flirty smile. Wow, this guy’s cute. Young. Probably couldn’t grow a beard, but the ink he’s sporting down his arm has me intrigued.


  “Hey there, sexy man. What’s your name?”


  “That’s my line.”


  “Kate Bryant and guest.”


  “ID please.”


  I pass him my license and he scans the list on his phone with a furrowed brow until he finds my name.


  “You’re good. Wrist?” I offer up my wrist as he pulls a stamp from his back pocket.


  “You’re a man of few words. Still didn’t catch your name.”


  “Didn’t give it to you.” He stamps my outstretched arm and motions for Alex.


  “Well, Mr. Top Secret with the bad ass sleeve tats… give me a call if you want to hang out sometime.” He stamps her skin then offers my license back. I replace my ID with one of my business cards. He’s got this dark, brooding thing going for him. He’d photograph beautifully. I doubt he’ll call, though.


  I march up the steps with Alex at my heels.


  “You sure are a woman who goes after what she wants.” I smile wide as we reach the top of the staircase. I spot our party near the banister and wave. Evie nods and smiles back right away.


  “It’s the only way to be.”


  “I knew I liked you, Kate. Now, introduce me to your friends.”


  I like her too. At first I wasn’t sure if I would. My green-eyed inner goddess was rearing her ugly face. It was not attractive, and it bothered me. I don’t do jealous. If I’m not a man’s one and only I move on, no reason getting jealous over some other woman if your man wants to be with her. Fuck that shit. Hit it and quit it. I don’t do second place. Ever.


  I make introductions and greet my friends with hugs. My best friend Evie, her sister Melissa, Tate’s sister Carly, Steph, Marc and his husband Nicholas, and Jason, who surprisingly doesn’t have floozies hanging all over him tonight.


  “Band rocks! You forgot to mention they’re eye candy!” Melissa yells over the music. It’s only then I realize Three Ugly Guys are on stage and probably well into their set.


  “They aren’t too bad, right? And I have the painstaking privilege of working with them over the next two weeks. Rough life, I know.”


  “Bitch!” She laughs. Alex hands me a beer bottle.


  “Hope that’s okay. Didn’t know what you like. I’ve never been a VIP before. Open bar. I’m glad I came out with you tonight!” She bounces her head to the beat of the bass drum.


  “This is great, thank you!”


  “We’re going to get shots!” Evie yells. Melissa and her scoot out of sight back toward the bar.


  I take a sip and turn to see two curvy blondes slink their way over to Jason, drinks in hand, pouty lips painted pink. There they are. Jason’s revolving door of art groupies. He meets my gaze with raised brows, mouthing the word “twins” before wrapping an arm around each girl’s waist. I mouth back “manwhore” and cause us both to laugh over the crowd.


  Barbie number one doesn’t think I’m funny.


  “Did you just call me a s-whore?” Her words slur slightly, evidence she’s been enjoying the free drinks longer than I. She blinks and pulls away from Jason, steadying herself with the table. Her features twist in anger.


  “No, honey. I don’t know you well enough to call you names. I called him a whore!” I nod at Jason, and his eyes dance with amusement.


  “Oh.” She looks relieved and smiles. Wait for it. Scrunching her nose in confusion and then anger, she glares once more. “Don’t talk about him like that. Jason is a berry nice man.”


  “Did she just say berry?” Alex snickers. I hold back my laughter.


  Barbie number two scowls our way. “She’s not nice.”


  “It’s okay, baby. She’s my best friend and only teasing.” Both girls smile as Jason wraps them to his side again, and kisses the tops of each platinum head. Gag me. I turn and push closer to the balcony railing with the rest of our crowd, and attempt to get a better view of the show taking place below.


  The band’s rocking and the crowd is eating it up. My eyes travel over each band member but land back on Trent. He flips his long hair from where it falls in his face and catches my stare. His eyes never leave mine as his mouth moves deliciously close to the mic. Trent croons words about getting lost in the depth of my eyes. Wondering if he can take me home tonight. That together we can find solace from the loneliness inside. He will lay me down. He will worship my body.


  Even in this warm crowded bar goosebumps cover my skin at the sound of his rough voice. I stand still, completely mesmerized by the lyrics and the feelings pulsing to the sound of Trent’s song.


  He makes an obscene gesture with his long tongue that sends the crowd screaming in appreciation and my panties soak with the promise of his words. I know it’s only lyrics. I know he does this at every show. He just happens to fixate on me at the moment, probably because I told him no. But all the same, my sex clenches in appreciation.


  Holy. Fucking. Hell. Musicians are hot. Having this man focus his attention solely on me in a crowd of women who’d no doubt do anything to party after the show with this sexy foursome brings me satisfaction. I know it’s superficial. I keep repeating that to myself. He knows nothing about me except what he sees, but the same goes for him. I appreciate all that he is based on his ability to wear clothes in a way that causes one to want to rip them back off. His eyes hold me prisoner and I gently bite my lower lip to hold back a moan. That voice makes panties drop everywhere. I’m sure of it.


  Trent uses the bridge of the song to dance around the stage. The man has moves. He returns center stage, grips the mic to belt out the final lyrics, and gyrates his hips against the pole holding the microphone. Cue screaming women. I want.


  “He totally wants to fuck you!” Alex shouts into my left ear.


  “Ya think?” I laugh at her observation. She grins back mischievously, and nods her agreement.


  “Question is, are you gonna let him?” My eyes glance back to the stage to find Trent still seeking my attention with his eyes. I guess that’s the question of the night. I still didn’t know. I don’t want to be some groupie fuck. I haven’t been with anyone since my night with Jon. Still can’t seem to move on from the connection we shared. Maybe I need to get back in the saddle, or on the sexy rock musician, so to speak.


  “Or do you have your eyes set on someone else?” Alex lifts a brow in question. Did she know? How could she? She’s probably just confused by my inability to give a definitive answer.


  “What did we miss? Let’s drink!” Melissa and Evie appear at my right with a tray of a dozen shots. Melissa sets them down on the small table top, careful not to spill a drop.


  Tate’s sister Carly leans on the railing, intently watching the band with a look that sways between scrutiny and appreciation. She ignores the shots; she’s still nursing the water clutched in her hand. She’s nice, very sweet, and reserved from what I’ve witnessed, and I’m proud of her for coming out tonight. She didn’t get out much being a single mom of two young boys, but I’m sure this isn’t her scene. If she’s uncomfortable she’s hiding it well.


  “This is why you’re my best friends. You always know exactly when I need a drink!”


  Evie grins and hands one over, then another to Alex, who accepts with a nod. Melissa chats it up with my co-workers as she passes them shots, as well.


  “A toast!” Marc shouts over the band. “To fucking great artists.”


  Team Barbie giggles and stroke their long nails over his chest.


  Steph throws Marc a patronizing glare. “Only you would make a comment with a double meaning like that.” He laughs.


  I raise my shot before I put it to my lips and throw it back. The liquor burns all the way to my belly.


  “You all have been a fucking brilliant audience tonight! Thanks for having us out. Again, we are Three Ugly Guys.” Trent pauses to glance around at his bandmates, a devious smile pulling at the corners of his lips. “Let’s close the night with a song I’m sure you all know. The beautiful Katie Perry does it best, but since we love kissing girls, it’s a personal favorite of ours. Ladies, I wanna see you dance.”


  The band breaks into a rocked out, grungier version of I Kissed a Girl. The crowd whistles and shouts their applause. I throw back another shot. The burn barely registers.


  I glance around and find Alex grinning. She grabs my arm to pull me in close.


  “Let’s have a little fun?”


  “What do you have in mind?”


  “Seeing that he totally eye fucked you on that last song, I think he deserves a little payback.”


  I giggle as she pulls me closer and we begin to sway to the music. Her hands skim up and down my sides, resting on my hips. It feels good, getting lost in the beat of the music. We continue to rock our hips in sync. I let my eyes flutter shut.


  A hand weaves into the base of my neck and gives my hair a slight pull. I gasp. My eyes snap open to find hers watching her hands, now back on my hips. I feel Trent’s stare following my every move. I don’t turn my head to meet his gaze. Let him suffer after what he did to me with that last song.


  As if reading my mind Alex looks up and leans in closely, slowly, licking my parted lips before she meets them with her own. It’s a soft, gentle exploration but it catches me off guard and when I gasp again, she takes the kiss a little deeper. It’s hot. It’s playful. It’s forbidden. It’s unapologetic and I’m turned on. Not so much that it’s Alex or that she’s a woman, but because I know Trent is watching. Does it turn him on? Does he want me? Will I let him catch me, if only for a night? Warm, molten heat like lava flows through my body. My skin is warm and flush.


  I slowly pull away and Alex winks, then laughs. I can’t help but join in, her delight is contagious. We continue to dance, taking turns bending each other over and grinding up all close and personal. We’ve gained the attention of our entire party, everyone encouraging us with laughter and cat calls. It’s innocent fun. I feel light and free and I relish that until the song ends. Alex wraps her arms around me in a hug.


  “Damn, girl! Too bad you aren’t gay or bi! We could have some fun!” She giggles in my ear. She’s surprised me once again.


  “How do you know I’m not?” I’m curious how she’s certain.


  “I just know these things. Sixth sense and all that. I like you, Kate! You are a fun time!”


  She wears a big grin and I’m glad she seems as lighthearted about our encounter as I feel. I’m pleased she eases the tension of the situation with laughter. As turned on as I am by our little dance and kiss, I’m only into dudes. What can I say? I love dick.


  We rejoin the group around our little table of drinks. I’m buzzed. The perfect level of drunk because I feel fucking fabulous, but can still recognize everyone’s faces. I listen in as Melissa tells a funny story about her baby Claire, but I’m quickly distracted as the band makes their way off stage and up the stairs to our VIP level.


  Trent leads the pack, his purposeful stride directed at our group. He locks eyes and my body heats with pleasure. He’s too damn hot for his own good. And the man can sing. I see why Three Ugly Guys is getting picked up by a label. They’d be marketable singing Mary Had a Little Lamb. I giggle and snort.


  “What’s so funny?”


  “You singing nursery rhymes.”


  “You’ve been drinking, I take it? Good, I like my women saucy.”


  We spend the next hour exchanging playful banter and chatting with my co-workers and friends. It’s getting late and people start to bail one by one from our group. Alex, myself, and the rest of the band crowd around the small table top. We’re out of drinks once more and Austin pops up to retrieve another round.


  Trent stands to my right and sidles closer. His lips scrape the curve of my ear as he speaks.


  “You wanna go back to my place?”


  Do I? My head starts to pound to the beat of the music blaring through the speaker system. The room spins a little to the left. I reach out and steady myself with the table. I don’t know if I want to go anywhere with Trent tonight. My indecision surprises me. I’m sure the sex will be good. Great, really. But that little voice inside my head chants ‘more.’ I’d like to tell her to shut the fuck up and go home for the night, but the reality that I do want more than a casual hookup with a rock star hits deep in my gut.


  “Not tonight, big boy.” I reach out and squeeze the front of Trent’s jeans and give him a cheeky grin. “I’m still not sure about you.” He laughs and Austin hands him a beer.


  “What’s the deal tonight, Kate? You banging our singer or do any of us have a shot?”


  “The fact you have to ask that question is your answer.” As if Alex can read my mind she wraps her arm around my left side.


  “Sorry, boys. This one’s coming home with me tonight. Ain’t life a cruel bitch?” She laughs and I join in as she drags me away from the band.


  “Sorry, guys. Looks like I’m out. See you tomorrow at the studio!” I call over my shoulder. We awkwardly sidestep our way down the stairs.


  “Fucking prosthetic. I’m ready to take my leg off and slip into something more comfortable.” Alex swears as she stumbles past tattoo bouncer boy and I can’t help but laugh at his shocked expression.


  “Something you don’t hear every day, right?” I smile and wave goodnight as Alex pulls me away.


  “We need a slab. I lean cab. Fuck! You know!” She yells at the bouncer manning the back doors. We’re a drunken hot mess. I give him a sympathetic shrug as he tries to not look frustrated. He hails us one of the waiting cabs from down the street.


  “Fucking drunk people. Am I right?” I snicker and catch a smile trying to pull at his tight lips.


  When we’re finally in the cab and I can successfully navigate my phone to find our address we’re on our way home.


  “Hey, thanks for the save back there.”


  “You bet. I just hope I wasn’t too pushy. If you wanted to go home with him I’d understand. The man is hot as fuck. You just seemed to hesitate.”


  “Yeah. I did. I’m not sure why.”


  “Well, then, it’s a good thing you brought me along. You should never do something you aren’t one hundred present certain you want. Especially cocks. Always be certain about those.” Our driver clears his throat and I stifle a giggle.


  “Do you care if I take my leg off now? I hate to be a little bitch, but it really hurts. Probably from all the rehab today and then dancing tonight.” Alex rolls her pant leg up to her thigh. Her words are spoken carefree and lightly but the severity of them makes me sad. She slides down the fabric lining and sure enough pulls off her prosthetic. “Here, will you hold my foot?” She snickers and I force a giggle as we both take in the nosy cab driver through the rear view mirror.


  “Eyes on the road, buddy. Nothing to see here,” I call out and earn a full laugh from Alex as she pulls off several socks and a silicone looking tube.


  “Ah. So much better.” She releases a sigh of pleasure.


  “You are my hero, you know that?” I’m dead serious but she laughs.


  “What are you talking about, Kate?”


  “I just—You’ve given up so much for me, for our country. It’s so selfless and I walk around every day worrying whether my nail polish is the same shade as my lipstick. I’m such a selfish person.”


  “Hey! Stop! I’m sure that’s not true.”


  “No, I really do worry whether my lips and nails match. It’s unhealthy how stressed I can get about that sort of thing.” She bursts into laughter, but when I don’t join in she meets my concerned gaze.


  “Okay, but that’s why we do what we do. We make sacrifices so people in this country don’t have to. Here we don’t worry about bombs blowing up our homes or our children not being able to ride buses to school in safety. We do what we do so you can do whatever it is you want, because we have this glorious thing called freedom and it’s worth protecting.”


  “But you’ve lost so much.” I hold up her leg and she nods.


  “We’ve all lost so much. My scars are laid out for all to see but make no mistake, every soldier has lost something. It’s not a contest, and if it were it’s not one I’d want to win. We miss birthdays, our families lose precious time, we struggle with PTSD and depression and anxiety. Some come home in a box. But we do it willingly because what we gain is so much more.” My eyes fill with tears and I feel them flow freely down my face.


  “Aw, don’t cry, my crazy Kate. It’s okay.” Alex squeezes me in a tight embrace.


  “It’ll be twenty even.” The cabbie interrupts our moment. We pull apart and I pass forward the bills before I slide out. Alex wraps her arm around my shoulder and we make our way up to the apartment.


  “When I first met you I thought I wasn’t going to like you. I’m glad I was wrong. I’m glad you’re here.” The honesty falls from my lips. “I just wish I could do something to show you how thankful I am.”


  We reach the door and Alex hops to lean against the wall while I dig out my keys.


  “Headstands.” I slide the key in the lock.


  “What?”


  “Teach me your ways, yoga master.” I laugh as I agree to Alex’s simple request. Okay, headstands for freedom. Sounds like a fair trade.
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  KATE INVITED ALEX ALONG TONIGHT and that fills me with relief for two reasons. One, Alex is a badass so I know they’ll be safe; and two, I’ve got work to do most nights this week and I already feel bad about having to leave Alex alone at the apartment. Hey, thanks for visiting, we never get to see each other; now, sit in an empty apartment. Kate, outrageous as she can be, will be the perfect hostess.


  I grab my bag, toss in a few protein bars, and I’m out. I have a meeting with one Mrs. Bryant, aka Kate’s mom, in thirty minutes at a Starbucks near the neighborhood we all grew up in. I’m really curious about what she wants from me.


  I walk into the coffee shop and scan the space to easily spot Mrs. Bryant. She looks the same as when I was a teenager, only a little older. Her eyes go wide with recognition and she stands from her chair as I approach.


  “Mrs. Bryant. It’s good to see you again.” I extend my hand and she grips in it her own.


  “Wow. You sure grew up nice, Jonathan.” Her perusal makes me slightly uncomfortable and I release her hand to sit across the table.


  “So, how can I help you, Mrs. Bryant?” She sits back in her seat.


  “Oh, please, you can call me Judy.” She winks before continuing. “I heard through Evie’s mother last week that you and her daughter have started a private investigation firm and it got me to thinking. I never know where in the hell my Paul goes most evenings. I’m his wife and I should know where he is. I tried asking him, but it’s same damn answer every time and we end up in a screaming match. Anyhoo, I’m hoping you can find out where it is he goes and maybe fill me in. I have money to pay you.”


  She reaches into her purse and slides an envelope across the table. I open it to find a thin stack of Ben Franklins. Still, the woman’s carrying around a thousand in cash like it’s no big deal. This surprises me since it always seemed as if Kate’s family struggled financially.


  “Do you have any ideas or suspicions of where your husband goes or who he’s with?” She leans forward on her elbows, glancing around the small shop before lowering her voice to a whisper.


  “Whores.”


  “Whores?” I’m not sure I hear her correctly and raise my brows in question.


  “Do you have wax in your ears? Yes. Whores. Though I have no idea where he gets the money to afford them.” That’s a pretty serious allegation and I don’t appreciate her condescending tone. I force a sympathetic nod.


  “Explain exactly why you think your husband is spending time with women of the night.”


  “I followed him last week. Went straight to Eddy’s.” She gives me a hard glare and then bugs her eyes when I don’t react.


  “So… who’s Eddy? That his buddy or something?”


  “You’ve been gone a while. You need to get out more, kid. Eddy’s is a strip club.”


  “Ah-ha. Okay, you followed him to a strip club and believe him to be spending time with whores.” I summarize and Judy flashes a pleasant smile.


  “Exactly. So you understand.”


  “You do realize all strippers aren’t whores?” I don’t know why, but I feel the need to defend the career choice.


  “I have it on good authority most are.” Okay, then. Wild goose chase it is.


  “Any other information for me to work from?” She scrounges around in her giant bag for a few moments and I inwardly smile. Mother like daughter. Kate’s forever hauling around a giant handbag. God only knows what’s inside. I’ve seen her pull a full meal and an entire outfit from the thing.


  “Here.” She shoves a half crumbled piece of lined note paper into my hands. “Paul leaves every evening at the same time. Man is a creature of habit. He’s always home by ten. I wrote it all down. His car, plates, my cell number. Call me anytime if you have questions.”


  I take the paper and add it to the envelope of cash, and stand to shove it all in my back pocket.


  “I’ll see what I can find and get back to you with an update. It probably won’t be another week before I have anything to report.” She nods and stands.


  “Do you happen to run into my daughter now that you’re back?” As she questions me, she looks away to study a display of coffee mugs.


  “Every now and then.” Something in the way she won’t meet my eyes when she asks about her own daughter bothers me. I feel the need to protect Kate and her whereabouts.


  “Yes, well, I’m sure you do with you and Evie in business together. Growing up, Kate always had such a crush on you, but that was before. I always thought you were such a nice young man. Always thought you’d end up with Evie. Would have loved it to be my daughter, but even then I’m sure you realized you were too good for her. She’ll never catch a nice man, not with the way she is. Well, I’m sure you know.”


  She’s rambling, I can tell, but dear God, what kind of a mother talks about their own child this way? Even my parents aren’t this bad. The only hate they spew is toward each other.


  “My son, now he’s a good kid. One more year of college left. I’m not sure if you heard, but he is at USD on a full ride. Very proud of him. And he calls me every week. Nothing like his sister. She won’t even return my calls—” Now, this is just plain uncomfortable.


  “That’s great to hear.” I cut her off before she can continue. “I have another meeting so I need to be going. I’ll be in touch.”


  I turn and with quick strides I’m back inside my truck in less than two minutes. I’m sure there is more to it, but I can see why Kate no longer has a relationship with her parents. Starting the truck, I head to my next destination. A boring surveillance gig for Scottsdale PD, but it pays the bills and I’ll be home by midnight.
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  Just after twelve I walk up the short pathway that leads to our apartment door. I hear the screams before my key is in the lock. The sound spurs me to throw the door open and barge inside, ready and alert.


  Two faces, both upside down, greet me with wide smiles.


  “Jon! You’re back!” Kate screams and gracefully dismounts from her headstand. Alex is still upside down against the wall. She giggles and I look around as if I’ve entered some sort of alternate universe. I’ve never heard the woman giggle. Laugh, sure, but Alex was downright giddy.


  “Uh, Kate. I think I need your help. I’m stuck.” Kate laughs and gets tangled up with Alex helping her down. It’s then I notice she’s not wearing her prosthetic. She rarely takes it off and it’s surprising she’s comfortable enough around Kate to do so. Their continued giggling has me guessing alcohol consumption plays a big contributor in her comfort level. I shut the door and lock it. I hope they haven’t been playing yoga gymnastics all night. The entire complex can probably hear these two. Just what I need, angry neighbors.


  “You two have fun tonight?” Alex giggles again and Kate snorts.


  “A blast. You should’ve been there. Alex kissed me.” My brows shoot up and I glance between the two, landing on Alex’s playful grin.


  “You little firecracker. I should’ve known you’d try something with Kate.” Alex hops to the couch and sits. Kate plops down beside her and I drag over a dining chair, flipping it backward to sit on.


  “Yeah, well, hello. Have you looked at her?” We both stare and a blush further stains Kate’s already flushed face. She’s gorgeous.


  “You don’t seem surprised Alex kissed me,” Kate muses.


  “Yeah, I’m not. And I’m not surprised you kissed her.”


  “Jon and I used to hook up. He’s seen me kiss lots of women.” Glaring at Alex, it was my turn to flush with embarrassment. Kate’s eyes are wide as saucers and she alternates looking between me and Alex.


  “You two hooked up?”


  “All the time. For like three months. It was three months, right, Jon?” I nod, my gaze glued to Kate’s face as Alex continues. “Technically, we had a couple of threesomes too. Oh, this man is extremely gifted, if you know what I mean.”


  “I know what you mean,” Kate mutters before she meets my stare. “Threesomes, huh? I wouldn’t have pegged you for the type. You’re kind of a tightass.”


  “Yeah, I guess I’m full of surprises. And like Alex said, it was only a threesome on a technicality. I did a lot of watching.” Alex bursts into laughter.


  “Those were some fun times. Kate, have you ever had a threesome?” Kate looks shocked. It’s weird because this kind of talk is usually right up her alley.


  “No. Can’t say I’ve done that before. I have kissed girls before… sorry Alex you weren’t my first.” She flashes Alex an apologetic smile and they both laugh. “So, did you two date? Sorry, I’m just stunned. You guys seem like great friends.”


  “No, we didn’t date. We were fuck buddies.” Alex answers matter of factly.


  “I hate that term.” I groan. “I prefer friends with benefits.”


  “Well, that’s what it means.” She turns to Kate, “It happens more than you’d think. Especially when we’re overseas on assignment. Can be pretty miserable without a regular hookup.”


  “I can imagine. Jon, I’m sorry, but I still can’t get over that you’ve had a threesome and I haven’t.”


  “We could make it happen.” Alex teases but the conversation sours.


  “No!” I add with a little too much force.


  “What? I’m not good enough to be included in your little sex parties?” Kate actually appears hurt and this entire conversation is giving me a headache. I rub my temples.


  “No. I don’t like to share.” The room gets quiet for a moment.


  “You had no problem when it was Sarah and me…” Alex raises her brows. Kate studies my face. I let out a frustrated breath.


  “That’s because we were just fucking around. I never wanted anything other than that with you.”


  Alex grins from ear to ear at my confession and Kate’s quiet, thinking way too much for one in the morning. I stand and return my chair to the small dining table.


  “Okay, enough true confessions with Kate and Alex time. I’m out.”


  I stride down the hall to my room, purposely not lingering. I don’t want to hear any more insight from those two tonight. If these are the kinds of conversations we’re going to have, this is going to be a hell of a long week.
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  Like some perv, I sit in the back lot of a strip club with my binoculars and telephoto lens camera. Just another day in the life of Jonathan Beltran. Hell, I’ve done worse so I shouldn’t complain.


  Eddy’s is probably the most depressing strip club I’ve ever come upon. And that’s really saying something, because I went to a more than few gentlemen’s clubs in my Army days. It’s located in the middle of an East Valley suburb surrounded by single family homes, sitting kitty corner from an IHOP. The building is an older one story and there is one lighted sign that reads “Eddy’s” in retro 1980s lettering. There are maybe five cars in the front lot and six in the back.


  I followed Kate’s father here a little over an hour ago. Just as Mrs. Bryant forecasted, Paul left their home a little after six o’clock on this Wednesday evening, made one stop to pick up a buddy who seemed to be in his early sixties as well, and then drove directly to Eddy’s.


  Tonight I’ll wait in the dirt parking lot, but if he comes here regularly I’ll need to follow him inside. I worry he’ll recognize me, and I don’t want to tip him off too early in my investigation. Although we didn’t spend much time at the Bryant house in high school I know the man saw me on several occasions and would recognize my face. For now it’s best I lurk in the shadows.


  Besides, I’m on call today for contract work with Scottsdale PD so I need to be ready at a moment’s notice. They’ve got me running surveillance for a suspected drug ring. It’s real hush hush and I signed an NDA just to work surveillance, which is different from my other freelance jobs. Usually the cases I’m assigned don’t require those measures. I’m not even allowed to discuss this one with Evie because they’ve hired me as an individual, not our PI firm. Apparently, they’re worried about details of the case being leaked.


  I’ve studied the profiles of four men, all white and between the ages of fifty-five and sixty-five, no priors, all married and retired, middle class. They’ve no proof that these guys are involved in the ring, and they don’t expect them to be dangerous, but for some reason PD has them on watch. I’m basically on call each evening and if I get a text or a call about a location I go wait and photograph anything suspicious.


  Paul Bryant walks out of the club and I scramble to reach across the console for my camera. His buddy stumbles out after him and two other men after that. They walk over to the side of the building covered in shadows. I watch through my lens and snap a few photos but it’s clear they’ve come outside for a smoke. They lean against the wall, puff away and after ten minutes head back inside the building.


  My cell rings as the men disappear inside and I swipe my thumb across the screen before answering.


  “Beltran.”


  “It’s Collier.”


  “What can I do for you this evening, Detective?”


  “Got a location for you.”


  “You got it. Where to, boss?” I slide my key in the ignition and give a little twist. The engine roars to life.


  “Eddy’s. Some strip club in the East Valley. You heard of it?” I can’t help but laugh.


  “You’re probably not going to believe this, but that’s where I am now.”


  “Never pegged you for a glitter and tits kinda guy, Beltran.” I laugh harder.


  “Yeah, I’m not. Here working a case tonight.”


  “Interesting. You have the profiles I sent over?”


  “Memorized.”


  “Good. Anything suspicious with those men and I want pics.”


  “Got it.”


  “And Jon?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Be careful. We don’t expect this to be dangerous, but you never know.”


  “Thanks.”


  Shit. Looks like I’m visiting the titty bar after all.


  I grab a ball cap from the back seat and pull it low over my eyes. A blast of cool air hits me when I walk inside. A bouncer nods my way.


  “It’s twenty.” I pull my wallet from my back pocket and pay the man. He unhooks the rope that separates me from the floor. “Welcome.” I nod as I pass through. Hard rock pumps through the crappy speakers, and some Asian chick struts on stage in nothing but a thong. I give the room a quick scan and settle for a seat at the end of the bar.


  “What can I get you, handsome?” A cute blonde with too much makeup and too few clothes asks from across the bar.


  “I’ll take whatever’s on tap.” She smiles and moves to fill a glass and I swivel the barstool to get a better look at the room. There’s not a large crowd. Though, maybe that’s normal for a Wednesday evening at this hour. There are a few booths filled with men and a couple sits along the catwalk. One old man sits down from them, the loner in the crowd, and I notice he’s enjoying the nachos. I never understood that. Why would you come to a place like this to get a meal? Just not sanitary. Wouldn’t matter how strong the cleaner sprayed on those table tops, it just didn’t seem right.


  “You want me to start you a tab?” Blondie asks, and I shake my refusal.


  “It’ll be eight.” I pull out my wallet and hand her a ten.


  “Keep the change.” I continue to search the room but don’t spot any of the men from the profiles. I don’t see Kate’s dad, either. I nurse my beer but after two more songs I nod and gain the bartender’s attention. She’s chatting with one of the waitresses at the opposite end of the bar, and nods before walking over. My cell rings from where it sits on the bar top.


  “Beltran.”


  “Hey, man! It’s Davis. Will Davis.” Davis and I went through boot camp together when we were fresh out of high school. We weren’t in the same platoon, but were stationed at the same base for a little while in Afghanistan. The man’s a fucking riot. Always knows when to say something to lighten the mood and make everyone laugh.


  “Hey, Davis! How the hell are you, man?”


  “Oh, you know. Hey, I was wondering if you had some time to talk. Would now be a good time?” Blondie looks a little pissed that I called her over to ignore her and talk on my phone. She raises her brows and puts a hand on her hip. She points to my almost empty glass but I shake my head no. I raise one finger.


  “Hey, man. Now’s not really a good time. Can I call you back?”


  “Uh. Sure, man. No, it’s cool. We’ll talk later.”


  “Thanks, Davis, we’ll catch up soon. Great to hear your voice, man.” The line goes silent and I give Blondie my complete attention.


  “Hey, I have a question for you.”


  “You a cop?” She’s still pissed and I’m gaining her attention the wrong way. I change tactics.


  “Nah. Hey, so my buddy’s getting married and I’m the best man. I’m checking out different places to hold the party, but a friend said you gotta check out Eddy’s because the feisty blonde who pours the drinks is worth the less than stellar atmosphere.” I grin and her body softens, leans across the counter to spill her cleavage before she smiles back.


  “Who’s your friend?”


  “Doesn’t matter. I’m hotter.”


  “Awfully full of yourself.”


  “I’m a confident man. So, you have a private party area or VIP lounge in this place?” She laughs.


  “No VIPs here. Where would we put them, the imaginary balcony?”


  “Good point. So, no space like that we could rent out?” She studies my expression and I keep my features soft and relaxed.


  “Well… we do have one room in the back but it’s not open to the public. I don’t know that Eddy even rents it out for parties. More for personal uses. But I can ask and find out for you?” She leans forward a little further, and gives me full view of her spectacular boob job.


  “That’d be awesome.”


  “No problem. Should I call you? I’ll need your number.” I tip my glass and polish off the rest of my beer.


  “Oh, I’ll be back. Maybe I’ll even bring my friend. You work all week?” She nods but her face shows her disappointment. “Maybe I’ll stay for one more beer, though,” I offer and she beams before filling another glass.


  I’ll stick around a little while longer, but if I were a betting man I’d guess Paul Bryant is somewhere in that private room. It troubles me that I haven’t seen any of the men on my watch list, so chances are they’re back there too. What the hell kind of trouble has Mr. Bryant gotten himself into?
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  The week has flown by and it’s already time for Alex to head home. I’m going to miss her but I’ll be glad to get back to my routine. And maybe Kate’s no pants yoga party will make a return. Apparently the woman does have some sense of modesty, since she moved her morning practice into her bedroom. Or maybe she just does it to piss me off. Either way, I hate to admit it, but I’ve missed the morning torture.


  Evie and I took the day off. Alex and I spent the morning at the shooting range, then grabbed a quick lunch. She’s packing her toiletries in the bathroom before her cab gets here.


  “Come on, Alex, you’ve got like ten minutes ‘til your ride gets here and I wanna beat your ass in another round of Call of Duty!”


  I spin in my office chair in lazy circles. After a few minutes I yell again. “Alex, what the fuck, we gonna play or what?”


  I stop spinning when I hear her slow gait coming down the short hallway. I lift my chin and when I meet her eyes my stomach drops. Her face is hollow, sadness radiates from her eyes to her slumped shoulders. She drops her bag and shakes her head.


  “Alex. Alex, what’s wrong?”


  “I just got a call. I can’t believe it’s true. Will Davis. He—he shot himself last night.”


  I push myself off the chair, grip her shoulders in my hands. I can’t believe it’s true. Of all people. Her face is somber, but she sheds no tears.


  “How? Who? Are you sure?” The words fall from my lips and I don’t recognize my own voice. He would never. Not Will. She nods her head.


  “Ramirez called. It’s true. But I still can’t believe it. Not Will Davis.” Her voice breaks. “Happened last night in his hometown. His sister found him this morning in his apartment.”


  We don’t speak. We just stand there, for how long I don’t know. Her phone pings.


  “Jon. Jon, I have to go. My cab is here. My flight’s at four. I’d stay but—” She implores with her gaze and I snap out of the numbness that’s come over me.


  “Yeah. Go. You have to catch your flight.” She’s concerned. About me, about how I will handle this news. Always selfless, this one, worrying about others when she received the same bad news. It’s then I realize I’m still gripping her shoulders tight. I loosen my hold and rub her arms up and down before I release her.


  “Hey, I’ll be okay. Are you going to be okay?” She wraps me in a bear hug, the tiny sprite that she is. I’m so lucky to have a friend in this woman.


  “We’ll get through this.” I nod and pick up her bag. She takes it from me and heaves it onto her shoulder.


  “You need to go now.”


  “Later, Jon. We’ll talk soon.”


  “Later, Alex.”


  I walk her to the door and she waves once more before she trudges to the cab at the curb. We wave one last time and I close and lock the door.


  The silence is stifling. I feel trapped in my own skin. He’s really gone. Will’s really gone. I fall to the floor and scream as loud as I can. I punch the floor but it brings no relief from the pain that seeps inside.


  I could have stopped this. He called me to talk. I could have done something. Panic clouds my mind. My skin feels dirty. Will’s face flashes before me and I bite back a sob. Clean. I just need to be clean. I stumble down the hallway. It’s all too much. The room before me fades to black.


  


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  THANK GOD IT’S FRIDAY. IT’S only three but I’m itching to get out of work early. I’m not the only one, either; everyone has left for the weekend except me and Teagan. It’s been an exciting week for the studio, but a long one too. Working with the band has taken everyone’s attention and time.


  They are a fun group of guys to work with, but I’m glad they are in Cali for the next few days. Trent consumes more of my mind and energy than I like to admit. He’s sexy, a giant flirt, and relentless, and my attraction grows daily. He asks me out constantly and last night after a ten hour work day I finally gave in. I agreed to one date, post production of our studio work with the band because I don’t mix business with pleasure. Much. My yes only fed his ego, I know this, but his confidence is a turn on and I’m looking forward to our date. Hopefully next weekend, if all goes according to plan.


  I’ve also spent a good amount of time hanging out with Alex in the evenings after work. We just click and I’m happy to call her a friend. She’s one bad ass friend, too. I admire that after all she’s been through she has this insanely positive attitude. I’m sad she’s flying back home today and I won’t get to see her. We said our good-byes last night and I shed a few tears. I hope she visits again soon.


  Alex Ass Kicker: Kate? You still at work?


  Well, speak of the devil. I glance from my laptop to my phone screen and see a text come in.


  Kate: Yup. Still here. Unfortunately. You at the airport yet?


  Kate: I already miss your face!


  Alex Ass Kicker: Hey, I need you to do me a favor. Can you leave work early and check on Jon? I’m worried about him. I had to get to the airport but I didn’t want to leave him that way.


  Kate: What’s going on?


  Alex Ass Kicker: I feel bad texting this to you but I can’t talk right now. I’ll lose it. A comrade of ours committed suicide last night. I just found out a few hours ago.


  I drop the phone to my desk. It’s one of those moments when just a minute ago I was worried about something stupid and meaningless, but now, now I’m floored by the sadness and gravity of the situation. One thought rolls through my mind: I need to get to Jon. I stand and grab my bag, and haphazardly toss my personal items inside as quickly as I can manage. Stumbling down the hall, I call out to Teagan.


  “Hey, girl, I hate to do this to you but I need you to lock up. I’ve got to leave now. Family emergency.” Teagan watches my face and nods with a somber expression.


  “Of course, Kate. Get out of here. I’ll take care of things. Text me if you need anything, okay?”


  “Thanks, Teagan. You’re the best.” I yell over my shoulder as I race out the back door and straight to my rental car. My phone dings a few times but it’s buried somewhere in my bag and I don’t waste time trying to find it. I concentrate on driving fast and safe to the apartment. Heavy sickness settles in my gut. I need to get to Jon.


  Swinging the rental into the open space beside Jon’s truck I shove the door open and shut behind me, then run as quickly as possible in my black pumps up to the apartment. My heartbeat races and I can’t tell if it’s from the adrenaline or the fear of what I’ll find inside.


  I turn the key and twist the handle. “Jon?” I call inside the apartment. Nothing. An uneasiness crawls over my skin. I lock the door and throw my bag to the ground, then walk toward the bedrooms. Before I reach his door the running shower catches my attention. I pound on the bathroom door.


  “Jon! Jon, are you in there?” Stupid. I know he’s inside but I don’t know what else to say. Nothing again. A chill runs down my spine and I grip the handle with a sweaty palm. I twist and push forward the door. It opens with no trouble, and inside the steam is so thick I struggle to breathe.


  “Jon?” I speak gently. Nothing. I step across the threshold and that’s when I hear it. Soft crying from behind the curtain. I should give him space, but my concern overpowers any social protocols. I approach the shower and slide the curtain open a few inches.


  I gasp. Oh, baby. My heart shatters into a million pieces to find my strong friend sitting hunched over on the floor of the shower. He’s fully clothed, elbows resting on his knees, his head held in hands. Water cascades over his shaking form.


  “Jon.” I squat down against the side of the shower tub and reach out my hand. At my touch he jerks his head and looks through me, water splashing his face.


  “I need to get clean. Kate. I can’t get clean.” He begs in a strained voice. He’s looking my way with a blank expression, and even his tone is off, as though he’s not fully present. My heart drops. His pain emanates and hits me square in the chest. “I can’t get clean.” He says it again and I have this insane need to make it better.


  “It’s okay, Jon. I’ll help you.”


  I stand and reach out to grip his hands in my own. I give a little pull and he stands. I kick off my heels. I’m still dressed in my work clothes and I’d rather not soak them, even though it seems we’re taking a fully clothed shower.


  I release his hands and quickly unzip my skirt and unbutton my blouse. My underwear today is modest enough, simple black lace hipster panties and demi bra and he’s seen me in less, so I don’t know why I even care. I step into the stream of warm water and cup Jon’s face firmly between my hands so he meets my eyes.


  “I’m here now. I’ve got you.”


  It’s like he sees me for the first time and his blank face crumples in pain. “Oh, Kate,” he moans as sobs wrack his body. I move closer and wrap my arms around his waist to hold him tight to my own body. I let him cry. I’m sure he needs the release, and I won’t let him go it alone. As his sobs taper off he tries to pull back. I loosen my grip slightly and look into his eyes.


  “God. I’m sorry you have to see me this way.” He tries to push me further away and I suspect his pride is the motivator.


  “Hey. Don’t push me away.”


  “I don’t want you to see me like this.”


  “You don’t scare me, Jonathan Beltran. I like seeing you, all of you, and I’m not going anywhere.” I expect anger, a smart ass retort. What I don’t expect is those caramel chocolate eyes to meet my own, soften and fill with tears before he wraps me in another hug.


  “Thank you. Thank you, Kate.” His words rasp into my ear and send chills over my body. “I feel like I’m suffocating. Like I’m covered with dirt and grime. I can’t get clean and I don’t know how.”


  I pull out of his embrace and chew on my lower lip. Clean it is. I recognize something of myself in his incessant need. I can help him. I know I can. I look up and down his form. His clothes are plastered to his body and I take a moment to admire his physique. The man is hard muscle and beautifully broken.


  I grip the hem of his t-shirt and reach up onto my tiptoes to peel it over his body. I glance at his expression through wet lashes. He doesn’t move or reveal anything with his serious expression. His eyes shift to study my every move. My skin tingles in awareness.


  Slipping my fingertips into the waistband of his shorts, I work the top button open then slide the zipper down. The cargo material sticks because they’re soaked so I move to my knees and pull harder. I’m finally able to shift them down his hips. He steps out of them and I toss them on top his shirt.


  Any other time and this position would have me licking my lips in anticipation of what remained clad in his boxer briefs, but the severity of the situation squashes most of the sexual energy passing between us. I can feel his gaze but I don’t dare look into those honey brown irises as I reach for the body wash. Working the soap into a thick lather I ceremoniously knead my hands and fingers over Jon’s chest, arms, stomach, sides. I squat down once more, and let my hands travel over his solid thighs, calves, and finally, feet. Standing again, I replenish my supply of bubbles and move behind him to repeat the process, this time starting at his thighs. He moans when I get to his neck and head. From his posture it’s apparent some of the tension has left his body.


  “Better? All clean now.” I let the water rinse the last bit of soap before I reach around to shut the water. I step out and wrap a towel around my own body before I move back to Jon. He stands inside the shower, eyes downcast so I can’t read his expression. I use another towel to dry his skin.


  “You don’t have to do this, Kate.”


  “But I want to.”


  When he’s all dry I clasp his hand and he follows me into the hall and to his room. We’ve been in the shower longer than I realized. The dim light from behind the blinds casts the room in shadows of dusk.


  Jon releases my hand and walks to the dresser, drops his boxers to pull on a dry pair. The man has a spectacular ass. I shake my head and internally slap myself for having thoughts like that at a time like this. He walks toward the bed and I pull back the covers for him. He lies down and I turn to go.


  “Please don’t leave.” He speaks so softly I almost don’t hear the words. I turn and when my eyes find his I’m both lost and found. Wild horses can’t drag me from Jon right now. I drop the towel wrapped around my body and crawl into the bed beside him. He turns me so his head lays cradled on my breasts and wraps one arm possessively around my waist. My head rests on his pillow under my tucked arm. I use my free hand to trace patterns through his short hair.


  I feel his breathing slow and his body go heavy against my own. As he finds rest every fiber in my body screams to run. Pass go and don’t look back, don’t stop to collect two hundred dollars, just run the fuck away. His heart pulls at my own with such force it scares me. Terrifies, in fact. I swore I’d never let anyone this close. My fingers itch for my yoga mat. To feel the solid floorboards beneath me. If it was anyone else I’d be gone already. But this is Jon. My Jon. I’m torn.


  As if he can hear my thoughts he snuggles in and hugs me closer, whispering, “Don’t leave.” I rub my hand back and forth along his shoulders and neck.


  “I won’t. Just sleep. I won’t leave.” I watch as he falls back asleep, my racing thoughts slow enough for my mind to still. His breathing calms my own. The sensation is new and I do something I’ve never done with any other man. I drift to sleep in the arms of a man I trust.
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  HOT AND HEAVY. SOMETHING PRESSES against my skin. I can’t breathe. I’m suffocating. Grief hits me square in the chest and I kick and shove at the pain.


  “Jon!” My eyelids snap open to find a very pissed off Kate wearing nothing but sexy black lingerie glaring from over the edge of my bed. The morning sun beats through my blinds, showering my room with light. Memories flood. Will. Alex leaving. Shower. Kate keeping watch. Sleep.


  “Oh, my God! I’m so sorry.” I reach over the edge of the bed, grab her arms and pull her back onto the bed.


  “This how you get all the ladies in bed? Go all caveman and drag them?” Kate offers a small smile which I return.


  “I promise. I’m much more of a ladies man when I turn it on.”


  “Must be one of those ‘you have to be there to believe it’ sort of things.” She giggles. We lie on our sides facing each other, and even though we aren’t touching I feel extremely bare. Vulnerable. Safe. I wonder if she feels the same.


  “Thank you for staying with me last night.” I reach over and tuck a lock of blonde hair behind her ear. She holds my gaze.


  “I’ll always be here for you. I’m sorry about your friend. Tell me about him.” More memories flood my mind. Happy ones.


  “Will Davis. A hell of a good soldier. Skinny farm boy from Ohio. We met in boot camp and became fast friends, both eighteen, both joined to make a better life, get out of the towns we grew up in. He had this uncanny ability to make you laugh at the worst times possible. We were stationed together in Afghanistan a few years ago.


  “There was this one time,” I smile at the memory, “we had to be up and out early for rotation and I’m searching for my damn socks. It was pretty dark and I was trying to keep quiet for my bunk mate who didn’t report for a few more hours. So Will knocks on the door, tells me to hurry up, then asks what’s taking me so long. I tell him and he’s like, no problem, I’ve got an extra pair in my rucksack. I should’ve known then.


  “He tosses me the socks and I just throw them on, tug on my boots and report for duty. It’s once we are already outside, gathered with everyone that he tells our sergeant to check out my socks. The damn things were neon pink with little dinosaurs all over them, the words ‘You’re Dino-Mite’ printed around the tops. Shit. Everyone called me Corporal T-Rex for the next month.” I chuckle. Damn, Will knew how to pull a prank.


  “He sounds like a great guy. I’m glad he made you wear pink socks.” Kate grins. I can’t believe he’s really gone. My smile crumples under the reality.


  “It’s my fault,” I release in a whisper, though inside, my head screams the words. He called me two nights ago. I brushed him off. I even forgot to call him back. What if my ignorance caused him to feel as if no one cared? The reason he killed himself. Shit. I’m so wrapped up in my own life that I don’t have ten minutes to spare for one of my own. I just never thought. He was always so damn fun to be around.


  “No. Don’t do that. Don’t blame yourself.” Kate pulls me from my thoughts.


  “But it is… I just keep thinking. Shit. He called me, you know? Will called a few nights ago when I was on a case. And now I keep replaying the conversation over and over. I shouldn’t have been so selfish. I should’ve taken the time. Did I miss something? I should’ve known he was hurting. If I had only talked to him. If I had? He might still be here.”


  With every word the anger within boils closer to the surface. I clench my hands and wish I had something to hit. I’m so fucking angry. This is my fault. I could have done something and I fucking didn’t.


  “Hey.” Kate’s stern and calm voice stills the anger. “That’s enough. You didn’t know. How could you? You can’t expect to read minds. And anger and blame? It doesn’t do anything for you. So have your moment, get mad at the entire damn universe, but know deep down you can’t control this and then move on. Don’t wallow in it. It doesn’t honor the memory of the one you lost.”


  Her words resonate with my pain. She knows how I feel. I watch her as the silence stretches between us. She traces patterns on the bedsheet and doesn’t quite meet my stare.


  “You sound like you’re speaking from experience.”


  “Yeah. Well, when you wake up on the ledge of a mountain next to a pile of your own puke with some guy you don’t remember, wondering if you slept with him, you have to reevaluate your methods of grief.” She tries to laugh but it’s feeble. I don’t get to see this Kate, the authentic and real woman, and her pain meets my own. Pain I never knew she carries. I reach my hand out to cover hers.


  “Kate—”


  “Don’t. It’s fine. I’ve spent a lot of time in counseling.” She smiles before she continues, “And I’ll never forget. But I’ve learned when I do things that honor the life I lost, it brings me peace.”


  “Who?” One single tear falls from her face at my question. She smiles sadly and shakes her head. The shrill sound of my ringtone interrupting. I turn and reach for it to read the caller ID.


  “It’s Alex. I should take this.” I don’t want to end our conversation, but I need to answer.


  “Yeah. It’s okay. I’ll make coffee. I’m not going anywhere.” She squeezes my hand and flashes a genuine smile as she blinks back her tears. She’s up and out of my room before I can argue. I slide my finger across the screen to answer Alex’s call but my mind is reeling and I wish Kate was back in my bed.
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  The morning flies by with incessant phone calls. I feel as though I’ve talked to every soldier I’ve ever served with and it’s not even noon. It helps, to hear their voices, to laugh about the good times, to commiserate the loss and helpless feelings, but by the tenth call I’m over it. There are only so many times I can say the same thing before it starts to feel empty.


  Kate stays. As I talk on the phone she pops in with refills of coffee. She’s dressed, and damn if I’m not a little disappointed she doesn’t feel the need to prance around in her underwear all day. Phone call after phone call she sneaks into my room throughout the morning, sometimes lying next to me on the bed, others practicing all sorts of bends and handstands on my floor. It should be distracting but it’s incredibly comforting to know she cares enough to keep watch.


  I end another call and toss my cell on the bed. She rolls out of the headstand she’s been holding for several minutes. I’m drained from all the talking and sharing, but she grins my way and reaches out to pull me up from where I sit.


  “Come on. Break time. Let’s grub.”


  “Kate, I really don’t feel like going anywhere.” I turn to reach for my phone but she’s a quick little thing and reaches out to swipe it first. She backs out the door, my phone gripped behind her, and waggles her brows.


  “If you want it, you’re gonna have to come get it.”


  “Kate, give me my phone. I’m not in the mood for keep-away or any of your games right now.” I’m lashing out. I know it, yet I don’t stop myself. She doesn’t even acknowledge my snarky tone.


  “Be mad all you want, big guy. I know you’re in serious danger of hangry right now so I won’t hold it against you.” She’s in the hall now and prances out to the living room. I follow begrudgingly.


  “Hangry? What the hell’s hangry?”


  “You’re hungry and angry. It’s scientifically proven to be a real state of mind. So let’s go. Slide on those flip flops.” She’s now standing at the door in a pair of cut offs, a tank top, and sandals, with her bag and car keys in tow. It’s the most casual I’ve ever seen her leave the house. Even her makeup is understated. She’s beautiful.


  “Come on, Jon, let’s go!” She jingles her keys with a bright smile and I roll my eyes, slide on my shoes and pull on a ball cap from my desk.


  “Where are we going? I don’t want to see anyone today.” She laughs as I follow her out the door and to her rental.


  “Don’t worry. The only people we’ll see today are hung over.”


  We drive to a little hole in the wall Mexican food joint, Armando’s, and park. We walk inside, door jingling, and the smells of carne asada over an open grill waft throughout. My stomach grumbles in response.


  “See. Hangry.” Kate slaps my belly before she walks up to the counter and orders while I study the menu. When it’s my turn I point to the grill, “That, inside a burrito, please.” The man at the counter smiles and rattles off our total. I reach in my pocket to get my wallet but remember I left it back at the apartment. I look up to find Kate’s already paid. She shoves a Styrofoam cup into my chest.


  “Lunch is on me, Army.” We fill our cups and find a table in the back corner. Kate was right. The only people in here look like they’ve just woken from a hard night of partying. The non-intoxicated customers only stop in for takeout.


  “Sixty-nine!” The man behind the counter yells out.


  “Oh, that’s us!”


  “You wish,” I grumble and she pauses before leaving the table.


  “Jonathan Beltran, did you just make a sex joke?” She’s teasing and a smile tugs at the corner of my face but I hold it back.


  “Whatever. Let’s just eat.” I roll my eyes.


  “That’s what I thought.” She smirks and then skips to the counter to retrieve our food. I don’t know how she does it. The lightheartedness. I want to crawl into a cave right now and shut everyone out. I saw her eyes. I know she gets my pain. But how can she be this happy?


  A tray is slid in front of me and the smells fill my nostrils. I close my eyes and sigh. This is gonna be a good cheat meal.


  “Spicy or sissy?”


  “Huh?”


  “Spicy or sissy?” Kate holds two squeeze bottles of hot sauce. One has a single flame drawn on the front, the other a danger sign that looks eerily similar to those poison tags people put on cleaning supplies, warning not to ingest.


  “I’m no sissy.”


  “Hell yeah, I knew there was a macho man under that warm fuzzy cuddle bear.” I arch my brow. She’s delusional.


  “Let’s have a contest. See who can handle the heat and who still can’t grow chest hair.”


  “I don’t want you to grow chest hair. Your chest is perfect.”


  “You know what I mean.”


  As I unwrap my burrito, she unwraps hers and after I take one bite, she reaches over to squirt a generous amount of sauce inside. She does the same to hers.


  “I don’t like the fact you feel comfortable enough to ejaculate stuff all over my food.” Kate coughs and sputters and I grin in triumph before I take my next bite. The sauce burns all the way to my belly. I blink back the tears that threaten. Beads of sweat gather on my forehead but I’m still grinning like an idiot as Kate can’t seem to recover.


  “I think my evil ways are wearing off on you!” She takes another long sip from her drink. “But don’t think you’re out of the challenge, mister.” She continues to cover our food in sauce. Bite for bite, we go head to head while trading jokes in between. We finish our burritos, declare a tie, and my mouth is on fire. It feels good to laugh. I shake my head. She’s done it again.


  “How do you do it?”


  “Do what, exactly?”


  “Make me smile and laugh and feel better? I’d be a mess without you, you know that?” Kate blushes, a rarity because the woman’s impossible to embarrass.


  “Don’t discount yourself, Army. You’d be fine without me.” I reach my hand across the table to cover hers and gain her full attention.


  “No. I don’t think I would. Don’t put yourself down, Kate. You’ve been my saving grace today. Yesterday too. Thank you.” We stand and refill our drinks before walking out into the midday heat.


  “It gets better, right? Tell me it gets better,” I mutter.


  “It does. But it’ll hit you in the most random ways, at the most inconvenient of times. The sadness, it never really goes away, but the peace you find more and more each day.” She squeezes my hand before she starts the car and backs out of the space.


  “How about that hot sauce, though?” My weak attempt to lighten the mood earns a grin.


  “You crowning me caliente champ?”


  “Hell no.”


  “My mouth is on fire! Cheap ice cream cones from McDonald’s? My treat.”


  “Be careful, sugar mama, you don’t want me to get used to this high-class treatment.”


  “That’s right, remember who wears the pants in this house—er—car.”


  “I’m the one who always remembers to put pants on.”


  She laughs. “Oh, shit. I forgot to charge my phone last night. You mind plugging it in?” She reaches around in her bag, eyes still on the road and retrieves it. I plug it in as she pulls in the drive thru to the first Mickey D’s we see. Ice cream cones in hand, we both moan in appreciation.


  “So much better,” I mumble. The cool, creamy goodness steals the burn.


  “Don’t know what it is about ice cream that takes the sting away but it works every time.” We’re back on the road when Kate’s phone comes to life and starts having a fucking heart attack by the number of messages and missed calls.


  “Miss Popularity, your phone seems to be hemorrhaging messages.” She waves a hand and continues driving.


  “Psh. Probably just Evie. She can get a little crazy if she doesn’t hear from me.”


  She doesn’t seem concerned, but I look down to read the flashing screen displaying the last message.


  Trent Rock God: So you wanna play hard to get? That’s how it’s gonna be? Game on.


  Great. Apparently this d-bag is still in the picture. She can do so much better than this wanna be rocker. I’m sure he’s good at playing music, but something about him rubs me the wrong way and I know he’s not good enough for Kate. Because I want her for myself. The thought pops into my head before I can dismiss it. Fuck. More accurate than I’d like to admit. Okay, Mr. Rock God. You think you can win over Kate? Game fucking on.
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  FLIP, FLIP, FLOP.


  It’s Monday and I’ve totally got a case of the back to work blues. I just don’t feel like being productive today; I’d rather be lying out by the pool, disappearing in a good book. Not that I have a bad life, it’s just that sometimes everyone needs an escape. Instead, I’m filling my last few moments of my lunch hour by laying out my most prized possessions—my photographs.


  Ever since Jon found them I feel restless about my art. I’ve always kept that part locked away, a secret for only me. When Jon found them I was a little miffed, sure. Having him see my photographs made me vulnerable and naked, in a way. Nervous about what he thought. But he likes them. And now I feel maybe I don’t want to keep my art locked away in a tower anymore. Maybe it’s time I take a chance. I don’t know. The timing isn’t right. We have so much on our plates with the Three Ugly Guy music video shoot taking place this week. I don’t want to bother Marc by asking for his feedback on my work. I’m also a little scared. What if he doesn’t like them, or worse, thinks they’re average.


  I’m methodically stacking the prints back in order when my office door swings open.


  “Kate, would you be a dear and confirm the location shoots for this week? Oh…”Marc sidles up to my chair and looks over my shoulder. “What have we here?”


  “Um. It’s nothing really, just a little playing around I do in my spare time. You know how much I love a naked man!” I try to laugh away my nerves but the sound falls hollow on my own ears. I watch Marc’s expression but he gives no indication of what he thinks.


  “You took all these?” He picks up each photo off the desk one by one before he swipes the entire stack from my hands. “And did the edits?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Steph! Jason! Kate’s office, pronto!” he calls over his shoulder and continues to study the prints. Steph walks in and Jason saunters in behind her. “You need to see this.” Marc hands Steph the prints he’s already looked through and Jason views the prints still scattered across the desk with a playful smirk.


  “Finally coming clean, little grasshopper?” He chuckles before adding, “Please tell me I at least made the final cut.”


  “You knew about this?” Marc looks across the desk at Jason. He nods. “And you didn’t say anything?” Marc looks upset and I fear I’ve done something wrong here.


  “I promise I never took any of these during work hours, and I used my own camera. I borrowed the editing program, but I swear I worked on that at home. I’m sorry, Marc.” An edge of panic creeps into my voice. I have no apartment. I have no car. I can’t lose my job, too.


  “Kate!” Marc turns to face me with a powerful glare. “These are fucking phenomenal. The symmetry between the subject and the space, the organic use of light, the bold and dramatic scenes! I swear I feel like a proud papa right now! I didn’t even know you were messing around with photography, but these aren’t hobby shots. This is art.”


  My eyes fill with tears, though I will them not to. His words strike a chord and provide the affirmation I desire but am not sure I deserve. That Marc approves means more to me than any art critic.


  “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Steph grins.


  “These need to be in a show.” Jason sends me a wink. “Preferably one with me as the subject.”


  “What about the LaRosa Art Gala Charity Event?” Steph suggests.


  “That’s perfect! I’ll make a call now!” Marc claps his hands and moves to leave my office.


  “Uh. Guys. Not that I’m not flattered, because truly I am. But that event is this weekend.”


  “Your point?” Marc asks.


  “We have so much to do this week with the Three Ugly Guys video. My photography can wait. We don’t have to push this right now.” Marc marches back to my side and turns my chair, bending forward so we are eye to eye.


  “This art. It cannot stay hidden. You have to share it. I know it seems like a lot, but trust me, this is the perfect timing. Besides, we already have a table at the gala and I have connections. The only thing you have to worry about is selecting which prints to use. And we can all help you with that. Oh, and buying a killer dress for the event.” He grins before standing. His words put my fears at ease. He’s right. I can’t put these photos back in the box, or drawer in my case. Besides, I have nothing to fear now that Marc, Steph, and Jason have seen my work. Theirs are the only opinions I truly care about.


  “Okay, I’ll make some calls. You invite your best friends. I’ll let you know how many extra seats we’ll have. Oh, and make those confirmation calls for the shoots this week before you forget. I’m proud of you Kate.”


  “Thanks, Marc.” Everyone files out of my office and I don’t waste time getting to work. This very busy week just got busier. I’ll need to bring my A game if I want to survive.
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  “Please tell me I get my car back soon!”


  I’m about to leave for the day when a call from Aaron’s Auto flashes across my cell. I’m really hoping my Acura’s ready soon, because my insurance only covers my rental for one more day.


  “Hello, Miss Bryant. I have some good news and some bad news. Which do you want first?” This guy is irritating. I don’t want to play a guessing game. I just want my car.


  “Just give it to me straight.”


  “So, we ordered all the necessary parts to repair the damages and those came in today, except for two. We are still waiting on those and once they come in it will take us less than a day to have your car back on the road.”


  “Excellent. So when will those two parts be in?”


  “That’s the bad news. One is coming from California so that should be here tomorrow. The other, the closest part we could find is in Detroit. So, you are looking at another seven to ten.”


  “Days?” I shout through the phone.


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Can’t you just put the other pieces on and find a way to patch it up until it gets in?” I’m practically screeching through the line.


  “Uh, no, ma’am. There’s no way to just patch it up with the extreme damage that was caused from your accident. I’m really sorry. I understand it’s an inconvenience, but we are doing the best we can.” I pull the phone away from my ear, cover the mouth speaker and let out a scream. I take a cleansing breath before bringing the phone back to my ear.


  “What was your name again?”


  “It’s Jared, ma’am.”


  “Jared, I need you to do me a favor?”


  “Sure thing, what’s that?”


  “I need you to not call me back until my car is fixed or until you have good news, okay? Also, please stop calling me ma’am, you’re making me feel fucking ancient. Just Kate, please.” A deep chuckle comes through.


  “Yes, m—er—Kate. I will make a note of it in your file.”


  “Thank you, Jared. Now, please just fix my car.” He says good-bye and I drop my phone in my bag. I wave to Teagan and Marc, the only two left in the office before I head out to my rental. I’m going to have to return the damn thing. I can’t do another week on my own dime. This sucks. I’m so ready for things to go back to the way they were. When I can go to my own home to my own space after driving my own car.


  But then I think of my news about the art show on Saturday. I can’t believe Marc was really able to get me in. I will have ten photographs featured in the New and Noteworthy section and any sales will be split between myself and Phoenix Children’s Hospital, the benefactor of this year’s event. I also have six seats at the table to fill. I already texted Evie—Tate and her are two. I’m three and I’m thinking of asking Trent to be my date. We’ll wrap up our work together by the end of the week and I promised to go out with him. I think he’ll like it, schmoozing with all the movers and shakers. Plus, he will look incredible by my side.


  I texted Melissa, but she and Drew already had plans to rent a beach house for the week and leave Friday, so they’re out. I wonder if Jon would go? He really liked my work the other day and honestly, if it hadn’t been for his snooping in my office last week I wouldn’t have brought the prints out today. I’m sure it’s not his scene, but it would mean a lot to have him there.


  I’m excited to tell him my news, and I hope he’s still home when I get back. He hasn’t broken down once since Friday night and I doubt he will again. At least, not in front of me. He’s strong and independent. I caught him in a weak moment. I like that I was able to be there for him, though. I feel value in that he trusts me enough to share that side of himself.


  As I pull into my space I’m pleased to see his truck’s still in the lot. He works so many nights that it’s normal to not see him until my morning yoga sessions in the living room. I traipse down the path to our apartment door, the brutal heat pricking my skin.


  The sounds of pans banging and food cooking fill my senses. Yum. I love it when Jon cooks. He prepares simple dishes but they hit the spot. I hope he’s making extra. I throw my bag and close the door.


  “Honey, I’m home!” I call out as I kick off my heels and plop down on a barstool. “Smells good.” Jon pauses briefly to flash me a grin.


  “I’m making dinner for us. I hope you’re hungry. You have a good day at work?” He continues to chop and dice a slew of veggies. Some kind of meat sizzles in the skillet.


  “Work was work, but I have some exciting news to share.” He sets down the knife and leans against the edge of the counter to give me his full attention. He wears an open smile and something inside me warms to know we have this close relationship again. Not the same as when we were teens because we’re different people now, but there are no defensive walls resurrected. I’ve never felt more comfortable around him. He’s someone I consider a best friend. I smile widely with the realization.


  “Okay, so you know how you found my secret photography collection last week?”


  “Yeah, Pervy McPerverson, how can I forget? The sight of so many penises are permanently burned into my retinas.”


  “Hardy har har. Well, I pulled them out during my lunch break. I don’t know why. I just haven’t been able to stop thinking about them since you snooped. And anyway, Marc barged into my office. Long story short, I’m outted. Marc was adamant they be included in a show. So, we have this big charity gala we always support each year, it’s this Saturday night, and they agreed to feature ten of my prints!” I practically squeal the last part. Talking about it outside of work is so much more exciting. I don’t have to hold back or play it cool.


  “That’s great news, Kate!” He comes around the bar to wrap me in a hug. “I’m so damn proud of you.” He pulls away and turns to finish dinner. As soon as he releases me from his embrace I miss the warmth. It’s probably the excitement of the day but I wish I could pull him back in for a hug. I watch him toss the veggies in the dish and move them around with the spatula.


  “So, I only have a few tickets for the event. It’s black tie formal, which I think is silly because, hello, it’s fucking summer in Arizona, but I was sort of hoping you would want to go.” Jon sets the utensil down and turns the heat off the stove before he lifts his chin to gaze my way. “You want me to go?” His voice is full of question and surprise.


  “Well, yeah. I mean, you’re the reason I even felt the need to pull my porn stash out during work hours.” His surprise stretches into a grin and he dishes out plates. “And you can bring a date. It’ll be fun!” I giggle but his expression turns sour.


  He doesn’t meet my eyes and studies the food. “Oh, okay. Yeah, I’ll go.” He slides our plates to where I sit and walks around to join me.


  “I take it you have a date, then?”


  “Yeah, I’m going to ask Trent. But Evie and Tate are going too, so you’ll know them. And everyone from work.” I pick up my fork and take a few bites. I feel as though a gray cloud has settled over our comfortable conversation but I don’t know exactly what’s changed. Jon eats, staring forward between bites, not meeting my eyes, his brooding expression back. I don’t know what to say as I pick at my food, and relief floods when he breaks the silence.


  “I’ve been meaning to ask you something about your photography. Just something I’ve been wondering since last week.”


  “Ask away.”


  “So the subjects, your models, they’re guys you find, right?”


  “Yeah. Is that your question?” I force a laugh. He’s being weird.


  “So, then, have you slept with every guy you photograph?”


  “Jon, I’ve photographed at least eighty different guys.” I attempt to keep my smile in place, but I feel it wavering.


  “Yeah, I know. That’s why I’m asking.” Oh, my god. He’s serious. He’s seriously asking me this question. If I’ve casually fucked eighty men. Is this how he sees me? After everything we’ve been through this weekend. After me wishing he wouldn’t stop holding me not five minutes ago. I lose my mind. All I see is red.


  “A little advice? The next time you feel the need to call me a slut, maybe you don’t say it to my face?” Crashing my fork onto the plate, I stand.


  “Kate, I—”


  “No. Save it. I don’t need to hear anything else. You’ve made your thoughts perfectly clear.” I stomp down the hall.


  “If you don’t want me to go to the gala, I won’t.” I hear him mutter from where he still sits. I turn to glare in his direction.


  “No. You’re an asshole, but you’re the reason my work’s being showcased in the first place. You should come. Bring a date who’s not such a whore. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve suddenly lost my appetite.”


  I can’t get to my mat quickly enough. Slamming my door and twisting the lock, I peel off my work ensemble and toss it to the corner. I roll out the spongy foam and ground my sitz bones. Breathe. Anger and disappointment spool inside. Breathe. I’ll sit on this mat all night if that’s what it takes to calm the storm of emotions. Fuck him!


  I may be here a while.
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  “NO, NOPE! I WANT THE belly dancers over there! Keep the private jet clear.”


  Things you’ll only hear on the set of a music video. The energy in this hanger is palpable, full of nerves, excitement, all aware we’re on the edge of something huge. Steph’s gone into drill sergeant mode, shouting orders and keeping this spectacle under control.


  Teagan follows Steph a half-step behind, clipboard and cell in hand. She’s Steph’s extra pair of hands, ears, eyes, and mouth and taking her responsibility seriously for a girl who’s only twenty.


  I check my watch, an oversize costume piece that’s sure to come in handy today. Jason should be here by now. We’re slated to start filming at eight, before it gets too hot. I tap my pumps in a quick rhythm to the beat of my pulse. My nerves on high alert, I busy my hands, smoothing the black and white skirt I’ve paired with a turquoise tank, then straighten my thick black belt.


  Having sent the band for wardrobe change and makeup thirty minutes ago, I anticipate them back sooner rather than later. Those musicians are more excited than little boys on Christmas morning. This is their first official music video and so far they’re being perfect students. Far from the divas we’ve worked with in the past.


  Marc’s partner Nicholas is a pilot and hooked us up big time for this shoot. We have this hangar in Scottsdale Airpark for the next six hours. Steph’s directing, having hired a few trusted colleagues to work behind the cameras.


  Marc’s doing what he does best, dining and wining the band’s agent and entourage in the bar one building over. I’m thankful for that. They’ve had something to say about every-fucking-thing all week and I just want to get this video underway so we can wrap things up. Don’t get me wrong, I like the guys, but I’m tired of playing activity director. I’ll be happy when things go back to normal in the office next week.


  “Kate!” Steph barks. “Where are the models?”


  “Jason’s bringing them.”


  “Seriously? Ugh. Why didn’t Marc assign that to you? We’ll be waiting all morning for Sunshine to roll in.”


  “It’s okay. I talked to Jason an hour ago, they were all meeting at his place before heading over.” Steph rolls her eyes. “I know, I know, but I called the housekeeper and they really should be here any moment. Besides, you don’t want me in charge of models, that’s Jase’s crowd, he knows everyone pretty.”


  “That’s ’cause he’s one too. Teagan, back the fuck up. You’re in my bubble.”


  “Sorry, Steph.”


  “God, I could use a smoke right now.” She groans.


  “Go. Sneak one right now. It’ll level you out before the shoot.” I wink. “Just do it, Steph, you know once Jason’s here you won’t get a chance. I’ll hold down the fort. Just don’t abandon me.”


  “You’re the best.” She lays a kiss on my cheek and jogs out the door.


  “Why do you get to be in the bubble but I don’t?” Teagan pouts at her clipboard.


  I laugh before I offer a reassuring pat. “Head up, Rookie. Just gotta put in your time.”


  “Kate! Check us out! Sexy beasts, are we not?” Twisting on the balls of my feet I blink, then blink some more. Holy fuck! Sending a thank you basket to wardrobe. Trent’s wearing a shit eating grin, ripped denim jeans, and combat boots. Shirtless, I can admire the long lean muscles of his abs and the faint trail of hair that disappears into his pants. Sign me up for hiking. I’ll play explorer. I shake my head, a feeble attempt at clearing my mind.


  The entire band is wearing matching outfits… if you can even call them that. The only difference being the shade of denim and the body art and piercings that cover their skin. Austin talks a mile a minute, confident with his six-pack and defined biceps, no piercings and the least amount of ink of the group.


  Derek listens, a lazy grin on his face. Almost as tall as Trent, he’s the leanest of the group, with tattoos covering one arm, his chest, and half of the other arm. A dragon snakes down his left ribcage and disappears into the front of his pants, while another peaks out his waistband on the right. Good god. He sticks his tongue at me and his silver stud catches my attention. I wonder where else that boy’s pierced.


  Sean’s notably the most uncomfortable. A frown creases his brow and his tattooed fingers tap against his thighs. He’s not as lean as the rest of the band but sexy just the same. Flames cover his left chest, a burning heart at the center. Licking my chapped lips I croak a directive to Teagan who gapes open-mouthed and wide-eyed.


  “Water. Teagan.” I clear my throat. “Can you please get me a water, dear?” And maybe a hose so I can spray my heated skin?


  “I’d say wardrobe made my day. Week. Month. Year.” I nod my appreciation. “You guys sure clean up like rock gods. Panties are sure to drop, worldwide.”


  “The only panties I’m concerned with are yours.” Trent smirks.


  “Whatever. I just want to make music.” Sean grumbles. “Where’s my guitar?” He stalks off to the temporary stage our crew erected in front of a sleek, jet-looking plane.


  “Don’t mind him. Once a fat kid always a fat kid.” Trent taps his temple.


  “What are you talking about? Sean has a great body.” I shake my head, brows knit.


  “You hear that, buddy? Kate says she wants you for your bod!” Austin shouts. Sean doesn’t turn, still on a search for his instrument but he flips the bird over his shoulder, giving rise to shouts and laughter from the rest of the band.


  “Oh, hell yeah. Now that’s why I learned to play drums.” Our heads follow Derek’s smirk. The models have arrived. Thank God. I strut over to Jason and Steph, who point directions to the dream team of silicone. Jason did good. Every ethnicity, shape, hair color, and height is represented in the dozen bikini clad twentysomethings.


  “You’re on time! Did hell freeze over?” I hug Jason and he kisses my cheek before he releases me.


  “Don’t hate. I always come through for my girls.” Jason bumps Steph’s hip with his own and she rolls her eyes.


  “Okay, lover boy, let’s get to work. Teagan!” Steph shouts. Teagan’s a few steps behind and jolts at her name.


  “Right here, Steph.”


  “Get the crew on set and ready to shoot in ten.” Teagan scampers off to the audio and visual guys who are sipping coffee at the craft table.


  “Okay, this is the kind of day that separates the men from the boys. Let’s do this.” Steph and I glare at Jason, brows raised and hands on hips. “Or women from girls… You know I’m an equal opportunity employer.”


  Steph chuckles and slaps him on the back. “Oh, we know. You don’t discriminate. Is that supposed to be private knowledge?” A smile plays at his lips.


  “Fair. Let’s make this shoot our bitch, ladies.”


  Oh, Jason. The things he gets away with. I follow Steph over to the crew, ready and excited to get this day underway. We may be small potatoes, but right now we’ve got rock star royalty to produce. I’m ecstatic to be a part of history in the making.
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  “Someone needs to get those girls under control. Especially Nikki Minaj.” Teagan whispers, eyes bulging as bootylicious feigns dropping an earring and bends, directly in front of Austin and Sean, to pick it up. She jiggles her ass cheeks several times before standing. The boys are entranced. Hence the nicknames we’ve bestowed.


  “Not my monkey, not my circus.” I sing. A headache pulses behind my eyes. This shoot was taking forever. With time almost up we needed to get a few final shots before we wrapped for the day. However, the band and our models had developed a severe case of ADHD once the newness of being on set wore off.


  “Jase!” I call, and pull him from a heated discussion with Steph. “Control your whores.”


  “Kate. Play nice, kitty cat.” He releases a frustrated breath and stomps over to Big Booty. Patience thin, I’m over today. Glancing at my wrist, I pray we’re almost done.


  “How much longer, Steph? We only have another thirty minutes booked.”


  “We’re moving as fast as we can. Get your boys in line. They’re stalling our time between takes.”


  “Tell me when and what and I’ll get it done, Steph, but I can’t read minds here.”


  “Get pretty boy back on his mic. We’re ready to run another take. And where’s the drummer?”


  My eyes flick to Trent. He’s leaning against a large cargo packing crate, arms wrapped around two of our bikini girls. The girl in pink rests a hand over his crotch, stroking her fingers while she whispers something in his ear. The other pulls his head down mere inches from her double Ds, playing with his longish locks. Jealousy flares. It’s an unfamiliar feeling.


  Strutting over to the threesome, I stop a few feet away. I’ve caught Trent’s eye. One brow lifts. “Can I help you?” he asks.


  “You can start by acting like a fucking grown up and get back on set. They’re ready for another take and you’re more concerned with…” I wave my hand, “Socializing.” My words lace with disgust despite my attempt to remain indifferent.


  “Oh fuck! Where’s your man card, Trent?” Austin laughs from behind. I glance over my shoulder. Didn’t realize I’d gained an audience. Placing my hands on my hips, I meet Trent’s glare. I refuse to back down.


  “I think Kate’s got it. Didn’t take you for being whipped.” Sean laughs and I can hear them high five. Trent’s blazing eyes don’t leave mine. Thing one and thing two haven’t left his side, ignoring my presence and still exploring his body with their manicured fingers.


  “Kate, will you whip me next? I love kinky shit.” Austin chuckles. I roll my eyes. I’m too old to play babysitter.


  “And where the fuck is Derek?” I practically shout.


  “You rang?” Seemingly out of nowhere Derek rejoins our little soiree, tucking his phone into his back pocket with a grin.


  “Enough jacking around, you guys need to get back to work.” A chorus of laughs and oohhhs sound from the band. They think this is funny and I’m providing them with entertainment. Shoot me now.


  “Now. I mean it.” I grind.


  “Watch out. She means it, guys.” Austin mouths off in a voice that supposedly resembles mine.


  “Oh, looks like someone pissed off Queen Bee. I miss all the fun.” Derek jokes.


  Channeling my best elementary school teacher, I try once more. “Get your rock and roll asses on set. Now.” Realizing they’ve pushed me too far Derek, Austin, and Sean cease their laughter. Trent brushes off the talons and steps away from the girls.


  “What a bitch.” One of them speaks loud enough that we can all hear.


  “Let’s go, guys. Enough fun for now, we’ve got a video to make.” Austin steers everyone back to the set like it’s his idea. Ass. Trent lingers before approaching.


  “Kate… Babe…”


  “No. Don’t babe me. I’m not yours,” I warn, but he steps closer and wraps his hand around one of my arms.


  “But maybe you want to be?” He smirks and I shrug off his touch. I’m not sure I do. He steps even closer, invading my space. Even in my heels he’s taller so I straighten my spine and look over his shoulder.


  “Because I’m telling you, these fake bitches mean nothing.” He lifts my chin with his finger, eyes blazing with heat. “They only want to fuck me ’cause I might be famous. But you. You’re a wild one, not easily caught or tamed.” His fingers drop, barely skimming the skin of my neck before grazing across my breasts. My nipples harden in response. His lips drop to my ear. “Now, you. You’re what I want.”


  He takes two steps back, a cocky smile at his lips. “Saturday night, babe.” He winks before he turns and jogs back to the set. Unease settles in my gut. Two more nights until the gala and I invited that man to be my date. I close my eyes and settle my breathing.


  “Kate! We need you!” Steph barks.


  Snapping my eyes open, I push my feelings to the side. No use worrying over that right now. I’ll deal later. Head held high, I make my way back to the madness. Just two more days. I can do this.
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  SHE’S AVOIDING ME. SHE MUST be.


  I know I’m an ass. Something I can’t seem to control in her presence. It’s just that we spent all weekend together and she was amazing. Put her life on hold. For me. Expected nothing in return. It was humbling, but it was also an honor, because Kate doesn’t do that for many people.


  My thoughts drift to last weekend as I pull the pan from the oven, placing it on a rack to cool. Kate kept me from slipping into a dark place. Dangling that glimpse of hope after the storm. I started to hope that maybe… Then fucking Trent rock boy squashed that hope.


  Peeling open the foil fresh lock lining, I fish a knife from the drawer and slather sugary goodness over the still warm pastry. Damn. I should’ve let this cool better. The vanilla frosting melts on contact and slowly rolls from the center of the pan. I can’t believe she wants to take that asshole to the gala as her date. Does she not see his self-absorbed pretty-boy attitude?


  This is stupid, but I’m trying anyway. I stick the cake in the fridge to cool before adding the final touch. I head back to my room to change clothes.


  I lashed out. I need to apologize. I want to. But she’s never home. Maybe to sleep, but even then I’m not sure. There’s no car when I get back from surveillance and none in the morning when I leave for my run. I know she’s okay, though, because she sends Evie texts every day.


  “Oh, wow. Kate is my BFF but sometimes I hate her.” My heart rate picks up at the mention of Kate. Evie sighs from her desk. I twirl my chair to catch the playful grin that plays on her face. Cell in hand she’s texting furiously.


  “What’s that?” I school my features with a look of boredom.


  “Hmm.” Evie laughs before pulling her eyes from the screen to meet mine. “Oh. Kate’s working with Three Ugly Guys. I’m sure she’s told you about it.” My jaw clenches and I bite back a smart reply.


  “Yeah. I’ve heard.”


  “Well, just look at this!” She shoves the cell in my hands and I’m greeted by a photo of Kate slathering a shirtless Trent in baby oil. A wide smile plays on her lips. The caption, “My job doesn’t suck” is written below. I can feel my face twist into a scowl, yet I don’t try to hide it.


  “I think I threw up a little.” I stare at the screen as three more photos come through, captions with each. Evie slides her chair closer and claps her hands as she squeals with laughter.


  “Little drummer boy.” Now she’s oiling the chest of Derek. He’s using his hands to make the rock sign, pinkie and index fingers extended while the others remain in a fist. His studded tongue extends from his mouth. Classy.


  “Boom” Now it’s Sean’s turn, he wears an intense glare as Kate oils with one hand, making a silly duck face with her lips.


  “Austin doesn’t think we’re funny.” The lead guitarist is shirtless, hands on hips, with a scowling face as Jason beams, mid-pour, oil to hand preparing to lather Austin. Okay, that shit was actually funny.


  “Oh, this is too good!” Evie cackles and snatches her phone back. I turn my chair and attempt to focus my attention back on the paperwork at hand. It’s futile. The image of Kate’s delirious smile with her hands on Trent burns into my vision. Fuck that. Here I am worrying about her and the fight we had and she’s off oiling rock stars without a care in the world. Maybe I’m the stupid one here, because she’s obviously not upset or having a problem moving on from the night we shared. Or this weekend. I must be a glutton for punishment because I can’t banish the feeling of having her fingers run through my hair as I fall asleep, or the way she felt, soft and smooth, against my skin.


  The rest of the week has gone by in a blur. Between Kate’s bright presence missing and the contract gig, my days melt together, one endless boring hour after another. I throw myself into our current case load because when I’m not working my mind wanders to Will. I can’t believe he is gone. Maybe because I’m missing the memorial service it doesn’t seem real. I keep hoping I’ll wake up and discover it’s all been a cruel joke. I talked with Alex last night and we discussed planning a trip to Ohio later in the fall to visit his final resting place.


  Buttoning my dress shirt, I catch my sour expression in the mirror. I hate dressing up. But tonight’s the gala and as much as I’d prefer to hunker down with some takeout and Netflix, I won’t miss Kate’s big night. Evie arranged for me to go with Carly, Tate’s older sister, and Evie’s parents are coming over to watch the boys so the adults can play. Tate and Carly’s parents live out of state so Carly rarely gets a night out at the same time as her brother. Evie’s parents have always been so supportive and loving. I spent more dinners at their house than my own in high school, and they welcomed me with open arms. I can only imagine they accept Tate, Carly, and her boys in the same manner.


  I wander out to the kitchen once more, pulling the chilled dessert from the fridge to add the finishing touch. She’ll most likely find this corny as hell. I only hope to show her before it’s too late. I slide the pan back into the fridge. Don’t need it melting and risking a culinary fail.


  Grabbing my jacket, keys, and wallet, I head out the door to my truck. Before I pull out I find a local radio station and bob my head to the twangy sounds. Country music. It always puts me in a better mood.


  I pull up to Tate’s house just in time to see him and Evie drive down the street. I’ve only hung out with Carly a few times and she’s really a nice person. She’s beautiful and a good mom too. There’s just no spark. I’m pretty sure she feels the same, but I’m not certain. I made Evie swear she wasn’t playing matchmaker when she set this up for tonight. But I wouldn’t put it past my newly in love friend.


  I pull at my collar as I walk to the door; before I reach the end of the driveway two smiling faces fling it open.


  “Hi, Mister Jon!”


  “Mama, Mister Jon is here and he looks sweaty!”


  “Boys, let Mr. Jon come inside and let’s shut that door before we let out all your mama’s air conditioning.”


  “Hi, Linda. It’s good to see you again.” I wrap the older woman in a big embrace.


  “Get your hands off my woman and find your own.” Carl laughs from the couch.


  “Hey, Carl. Good to see you too.” He stands to shake hands and then resumes his position on the couch. With the baseball game on I doubt he’ll move from that spot.


  I’m more comfortable around Evie’s parents than my own. That may seem strange to an outsider but I consider myself lucky. They treat me like a son and I feel honored to be included in their happy family.


  “How’s our girl on her big night? She nervous before she left? Oh, how proud I am of all you kids, but what an exciting time for Kate!” Linda’s eyes crinkle as a delighted smile plays on her face.


  “I didn’t get to see her before she left.”


  “Oh, well, be sure and tell her how excited we are. And she needs to bring those photos by to show me sometime.” Linda pauses to lower her voice. “Not that Carl here would appreciate looking at them.”


  “I’ll be sure and tell her.” I laugh before dropping the volume in my own low voice. “Linda, can I ask you a question?”


  “Certainly.”


  “Do you keep in touch with Kate’s parents?”


  “No, not really. They still live in the neighborhood but once the girls left for college we didn’t have a reason to get together. Besides, I never liked Paul. Something about him always rubbed me the wrong way. I did run into Judy the other day at the grocery store, though. Why do you ask?”


  “No reason, just notice that Kate doesn’t seem to have much of a relationship with them.”


  “Yeah, it’s strange. When I ran into her at the store she seemed to be fishing for information about Kate, but I wasn’t about to get in the middle of their family drama. It’s sad, really. I would’ve thought after all these years they could’ve moved past it.”


  “Past what?”


  “Some argument they had when Kate and Evie were away at the University of Colorado. I don’t know details. I only know Kate stopped coming home for summers. And spent a few Christmas breaks with us. Sad, really. Kate’s such a wonderful girl. I can’t imagine Evie or Melissa doing anything that would keep me from speaking to them.”


  “Yeah. Well, you and Carl are the best. Not all parents put their kids first.” I swallow the bitterness that comes with that statement. I have good memories with my parents, when I was little. Before the fighting. Before the divorce. After that I always felt like more of a chess piece than their child.


  “Oh, Jon,” Linda reaches over to grab my hand and squeezes once before releasing.


  “I know you’ve been through a lot with your folks, but you’re a good man. We are so glad you are back, safe and sound.” I can see the moisture gather in her smiling eyes. It hits me that my time in the service has caused her to worry. This small moment is too emotional and too intense, and I change the subject.


  “Thank you guys for babysitting tonight.”


  “Of course! These boys are the best and it’s like bonus grandchildren for us. You can never have too many of those.” Linda smiles as Eli and Ezra assemble some sort of elaborate block tower.


  “Whatcha guys building?” I squat down to examine their construction skills.


  “This is where the ball goes. You have to do it right or they won’t go all the way down.” Ezra, the older boy explains.


  “Mama says never put the balls in your mouth.” Eli adds with a very serious expression. I can’t fight the snicker that escapes.


  “Yeah, I’d say that’s probably best.”


  “It’s not funny, Mister Jon. Eli swallowed one last week. We only have five left. Mama says that’s dangerous and she’s not buying us any more.” He sends a warning glare to his brother. These kids are a riot.


  “Hey, Jon.” I rise and take in Carly’s appearance. Hot damn. I let out a whistle and a blush creeps up her neck and stains her cheeks. I knew she was beautiful but I’ve never seen her in more than jeans and a tee or a pair of scrubs. She’s drop dead gorgeous. Every eye in that ballroom will be checking her out.


  “Mama, you look like a princess.”


  “Mama’s too old to be a princess. She looks like a queen,” Ezra adds, and earns a laugh from the adults.


  “You ready?”


  “Yep. Mr. and Mrs. Harper, I can’t thank you enough. I’ll have my cell so please call if you need anything. Boys, behave. I want a good report when I get back.” She lovingly leans down to give each boy a kiss before she nods my way.


  I open the door and we walk down to the truck. I open the door and help her inside before jogging around the front to the driver’s side.


  I turn the ignition and country music blasts through the speakers. I quickly turn it down.


  “Please tell me you don’t listen to country.”


  “You don’t like it?”


  “God no! I’m more of a rock girl.”


  “Sorry, must have slipped and pushed a button.” I quickly switch to my angry guitar rock.


  “Sure. Slipped.” She laughs and I join in. “Don’t worry, Jon, you’re secret’s safe with me.”
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  “THANK YOU. IT’S SO NICE to meet you.”


  It’s been a whirlwind of introductions since I arrived at the gala. My face hurts from smiling. Trent picked me up a few hours ago so we could arrive before most of the guests. Tonight’s charity event is being hosted at The Rocks, a swanky hotel tucked into the side of a desert mountainside. It’s smack dab in the center of the city but feels a million miles away. Bright colorful flowers and draperies decorate the ballroom, almost a juvenile color scheme to remind those attending the real purpose for gathering tonight.


  I stand off to the side of the wall displaying my prints. It’s surreal to see my work being admired—and sometimes scoffed at—by the high end of society. The entire experience is overwhelming.


  Trent has been the most attentive date and looks super handsome in his vintage black tie and tux. This week was insane with the amount of hours we worked to wrap up the 3UG video shoots, but I was able to squeeze in a lunch break shopping trip to Rosanne’s, a favorite boutique of mine. I knew it was the dress before the decadent fabric even touched my skin. A blue hue identical to the shade of my eyes, the full-length sleeveless gown fits snugly over my breasts but flares from the waist. It’s elegant, sexy, and a little naughty with a high peek-a-boo slit on each side.


  “You look thirsty. I know I am.” Trent smiles, “I’ll be back.”


  “Thanks.” I call out as he makes his way toward the open bar. I can see the ballroom doors and notice my friends as they enter the large archway. Evie and Tate look around before she finally catches my eye, points and then shuffles through the crowd of tables and people.


  I feel a sense of pride and also relief at their arrival. It’s good to have public acknowledgement for my art, but it’s my friends I’m most excited to share this experience with. I smile and give a little wave. Evie’s the best kind of friend. We are complete opposites but she is the yin to my yang. She accepts me for all my imperfections and loves me in spite of them. I cannot wait for her to see my photography. It’s one of the few secrets I’ve kept from her. Not because I thought she’d disapprove or wouldn’t like it. More like I knew deep down she would be proud, excited, and push me to share my work—something I didn’t know I was ready for until Jon uncovered them.


  My skin breaks into gooseflesh even though the room is packed with people and warm inside. I look beyond Evie to find Jon’s heated glare. He’s standing next to Tate’s sister Carly. I force my lips to continue their smile. He’s on my shit list. I don’t normally hold grudges. Hell, I think I’m a pretty forgiving and understanding person, but his words at the beginning of the week cut deep. I’ve avoided him, too. Wasn’t that difficult with work and having to bus it to and from, but I made sure to leave while he was on his morning run and come home late when I hoped he’d be running surveillance jobs. Even today, I went over to Jason’s to get ready so I wouldn’t have to see his face.


  He gives a slight nod and then reaches around Carly’s back to guide her toward my exhibit. Of course, he would bring her. She looks gorgeous in a cream chiffon gown with a plunging neckline and her dark hair pulled up into a twist. Ugh. I hope they are happy together. They certainly look stunning. I’m sure she’s sweet and everything else I’m not.


  “My God! Kate, this dress is fabulous! My famous artist friend!” Evie envelops me in a warm embrace and squeals with delight. I drag my gaze from Jon and Carly.


  “Well done, Kate.” Tate hugs me next.


  “I’m so glad you’re here.”


  “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” Evie squeezes my hand.


  They ooh and ahh over my prints and offer compliments. I’m filled with pride.


  “There’s an open bar and dinner starts in about thirty minutes.”


  “Don’t have to tell me twice!” Evie laughs and grabs Tate’s hand. “Come on, let’s party. You want anything, Kate?”


  “I’m good, Trent’s bringing me something.” Where is Trent? He should have been back by now. The room is filling and I can’t see through the crowd to find him. I’m still looking around when Jon approaches. Carly’s not with him and he doesn’t meet my hard glare. He focuses his gaze on the photographs before him.


  “I told you. Kate, you’re really talented. I’m glad you picked that one,” he nods to my photo of a man, back covered in tattoos, kneeling on the floor, head bent in agony. The play of shadows and light is menacing. “Your art shows depth and emotion. I feel something when I look at it.” Jon laughs halfheartedly. “But what do I know? I’m not an art connoisseur.”


  His words mean more than they should. We stand side by side and he turns his chin to meet my eyes.


  “You look beautiful tonight.” My breath hitches in my throat. No. He doesn’t get to say things like that.


  “Where’s your date?” I try to sound indifferent but I can hear the disdain seep into my words.


  “Bathroom.”


  A large hand wraps possessively around my waist and a glass of champagne is placed in my hand. Trent’s lips scrape along my neck. I watch Jon’s reaction. Nothing.


  And I hate champagne.


  “Babe. These are great. This is great. You’re like a rock star of art.” He gestures with his glass in the direction of my work before turning to face Jon.


  “Hey, man.”


  “Trent.” A flurry of voices sounds from behind us. I turn to a wide-eyed Evie marching my way with Tate, Sean, Austin, and Derek following. The band wears their usual attire of tight jeans, boots, and fitted t-shirts. They stand out like a clown at a funeral. Evie’s making crazy eyes and I have no clue what she’s struggling to communicate telepathically. Carly appears next to Tate.


  “Dude! Pick up your fucking cell phone! We’ve been calling you for hours.” Austin’s bark draws the attention of everyone on this side of the ballroom.


  “I left it in the truck. Sorry, didn’t think it’d be a problem if I took the night off.” Trent’s fingers grip my waist a little tighter. “I didn’t want to be distracted by anything other than my hot date tonight.” He grins with a lazy lift of his lips before leaning down to kiss my neck once more. Jason, Steph, Marc, and Nicholas join our circle.


  “Hey, guys, what’s going on here?” Marc glances at the murmuring socialites who can’t help but gape. “I didn’t realize you were attending the gala tonight.”


  “We aren’t staying. We’re just trying to get hold of our boy and no one was picking up their phones.” Austin turns from Marc to focus back on Trent.


  “We got called in to play The Marquee tonight. The opener is puking his guts out. Food poisoning. We’d be opening for Deadfish. Deadfish, dude!”


  Austin and Trent are deep in conversation about some dead fish person but my attention is caught up with Carly and Jon. They are standing near each other but not touching. Derek is pouring on the charm, though, and Carly’s the recipient. I can’t hear what he says, but I catch a flash of his sliver stud as he talks. Carly’s blushing and Jon’s wound as tight as a cobra ready to pounce. Poor Derek’s about to get a beating if he keeps with the flirting.


  “That cool, babe?” Trent’s voice pulls me from my thoughts.


  “Hm… what?”


  “Dude. We don’t have time for this shit. You seriously picking a chick over an opportunity like this?” Austin’s upset but I’m still lost. Trent looks from Austin, to me, then back to Austin before his hands run through his hair.


  “Sorry, Kate. I gotta bail. I’m really sorry, but we’ve worked too hard. I hope you understand.” He dips his head, brushes his lips over mine and then grazes my ear. “I’ll make it up to you, I swear.”


  As one, the band practically races out the back door. What the hell just happened? Tate shrugs and Evie laces my hand in her own.


  “Rock stars, right? This is your night, girl. Don’t let it get you down.” Disappointment settles over me, but not the way it should. I understand that Trent needed to leave, it’s not as though he left with some girl. Their music is important, something they’ve worked years for, so it doesn’t bother me. What does bother me is that I’m the only one here without a date and I’ll be sitting next to an empty chair at our table.


  “I’m fine. Really. Let’s enjoy the night.” Absently, I sip from my glass. Gross! I spit the contents back into the glass. “But first, tequila!”


  Evie laughs and leads me to the bar. I catch Jon’s worried expression. Screw him. This is my night. I’m not his date. I can drink whatever and however much I want.
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  Smile in place, charm turned up, and drink in hand, I mingle my way through the rest of the evening. It’s nice hanging out with Marc, Steph, and Jason outside of work hours, but after the long week we’ve all had it’s not surprising when they all decide to leave before dessert.


  Sitting at a round table with Evie and Tate to my left and Jon and Carly to my right I feel like the odd man out. The waiter brushes by, leaving a dish of three mini desserts in front of each place setting. The cheesecake and cannoli are amazing but I don’t care much for the tart.


  “These are really good.” Carly attempts to make conversation. Jon nods politely but he’s been silent most of the night.


  Tate whispers something in Evie’s ear and she giggles.


  “Oh, God! Get a room, you two!” I blurt.


  “Actually…” Tate wears a giant grin and Evie’s eyes light up. “We are going to head out.” He stands and pulls Evie into a tender hug. He only has eyes for her. “I booked a room here tonight,” he adds.


  “Oh goodie, loud sex! Be sure and scream out those orgasms, you crazy kids.” I may have had one too many drinks.


  “Gross. That’s my brother.” Carly scrunches up her nose.


  “Get used to it, sis!” Tate winks and she laughs.


  “Hey, I’m just glad I don’t have to put in earbuds tonight and pretend I can’t hear you two getting it on.” Carly chuckles and Evie’s cheeks turn a bright red.


  “Oh my God, Carly, I’m so sorry. I thought we were being quiet!”


  “It’s fine. Really! I just thank God for Dr. Dre and his headphones.”


  “Evie, you couldn’t be quiet if you tried. Besides, I love how unraveled I make you.” Tate whispers more words we can’t hear and Evie’s eyes spark with desire. Great. Lovely. Looks like everyone’s getting some tonight except for this lady.


  We wave our good-byes as Tate drags Evie away and I’m officially the third wheel. This night sucks.


  “So, I guess I better call a cab.” I came here with Trent and I don’t want to spend any more time on Jon and Carly’s date. I unzip my clutch to retrieve my phone.


  “You can ride with us.”


  “Yes, that’s silly. You and Jon are going to the same place. Ride with us.” Carly agrees.


  I don’t want to ride with them. I also don’t want to wait for a cab. Carly makes the decision for me when she reaches over to take my hand.


  “You ready to go? Or do you have official artist business to finish up? We can wait as long as you need.” Her eyes are kind; a soft smile plays at her lips. I don’t have the heart to be a bitch to her.


  “Nope. No business. I’m ready when you are.”


  We stand and I follow the couple out to valet. Jon walks with his hand barely touching Carly’s back. It’s sweet and gentleman-like. It sparks envy. I want his touch.


  The car ride is awkward. I’m in the back of the crew cab. Carly and Trent don’t talk much. They would be such a boring couple. Their sex would probably be boring. Now, Jon and I… different story. Our sex was amazing. Not that I’ll ever tell him that.


  “Let me walk you in.” Jon parks the idling truck. Carly reaches for the door handle.


  “No, that’s okay. I’m good. Thank you, Jon. It’s nice every once in a while to dress up and feel pretty. Hang out with other adults. I had a nice time.” Yuck. Why didn’t he just walk her in? A gagging sound releases from the back of my throat. Now I’m stuck listening to this from the back seat.


  “You okay back there? Don’t throw up in my truck.” Jon laughs from the front seat. I should throw up. Make him clean it up. That would give me some sort of vindication for listening to their endless chatter.


  “I’m just dandy, thanks for the concern!” I say sweetly but they ignore my reply.


  “Well, you looked more than pretty tonight. You’re beautiful, Carly.” What the hell? Is he going to make a move with me in the back seat? This is ridiculous.


  “And it was so great to see all the money being raised for the new in-patient unit. You know, working in the hospital, I don’t always get to see how much people truly care about our work. It was really cool to see that tonight.” Oh, yes. It’s not enough she’s beautiful and nice. Don’t forget she saves children’s lives. I feel a headache coming on from all the alcohol. I breathe a sigh of relief when she pulls the handle and pushes the door open.


  “Goodnight, Carly, I’m glad you were able to come out tonight.”


  “’Night, Jon. Thank you again. Goodnight, Kate. Congrats on the debut.”


  I mutter my thanks and Carly finally hops from the truck. Jon waits until she’s inside the door and waving before he backs out. I take the opportunity to hike up my dress and crawl through to the front seat.


  “Jesus, Kate. I have car doors.”


  “Really? Do you, now? Pray tell, what are these doors that you speak of? How do they work?”


  “She speaks! I knew it was too good to be true.”


  “Fuck off.”


  “Why such a sour mood? Tonight was your big night. Didn’t it feel amazing to have all those people appreciate your art?” He’s being sincere and it pisses me off.


  “I’m just disappointed.”


  “Oh, why’s that?”


  “Because I was really looking forward to getting laid tonight.” I sass. His hands grip the wheel and his jaw clenches.


  “Really? After a night like tonight that’s all you’re thinking about?” Well, now I am. I study his hard features. The passing streetlights illuminate his strong jaw, furrowed brow, sharp eyes.


  “I’m sure you’re thinking the same thing. Sorry to crash your hot little date. I’m sure you could’ve hit that tonight.”


  “A little respect, Kate. Carly’s a nice person.”


  “Yeah, she’s also got a nice ass and great tits.”


  “Not the only woman with a beautiful body.”


  “So, what’s the problem, then? Because she’s nice you don’t want to fuck her? Nice people fuck too, you know?”


  “You kiss your mother with that mouth?”


  “No. Actually I don’t. Hey, I’ve been thinking.”


  “That’s never good.”


  “Would you ever pose for me?”


  “What? Nude? Hell, no.”


  “Why? It’s nothing I haven’t seen before, and you’ve no need to be embarrassed. Believe me, I’d know.”


  Jon guns the engine after the next stoplight, and sends me flying forward against the seatbelt.


  ”Drive much?”


  “You’re a smart-mouthed little thing tonight, aren’t you?”


  “Maybe you like it.”


  “Maybe I do.”
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  SWINGING MY TRUCK INTO THE empty parking space, I kill the engine and reach over, releasing Kate’s belt with the click of a button and then my own. With my other hand I grip her neck, pull her across the center console and slam my lips to hers.


  She hesitates a moment before her lips move in sync with mine—open mouth kisses, tongues intertwining. I pull away for a second.


  “And maybe I can think of several activities involving your mouth that I’d rather be doing,” I rasp, and then mold my mouth over hers again. This time she climbs on her knees to straddle my waist. Our kiss is almost violent, wanting and urgent. I don’t give up control, though I can tell that’s what she’s trying to gain.


  My hands travel from her neck down to her ass and I squeeze, pulling her center hard against my dick. I move my lips down to her throat, nipping and biting between kisses. Her gasps of pleasure spur me onward, I thrust up and she grinds down over my erection.


  “Jon. Oh, God, yes. There.” I suck at the skin where her neck and shoulder meet. “Jon. Apartment.” Good idea. I need more space and I don’t want an audience for everything I have in mind.


  I open the truck door without pausing my assault on her neck. “Hold on tight.”


  Kate squeals and digs her fingers into my shoulders as I jump from the cab and hoist her closer to my chest. I slam the cab door closed and take a few minutes to press her back against the metal of my truck; I rock my hips. Before I get lost in the sensation I pull away and march down the path to our apartment.


  Inside behind a locked door, I release my hold on her legs and let her body slide down my frame. I catch her wrists in my hands and raise them over her head, pinning her to the door with one hand. Her breasts rise with each shuddered breath and I kiss and suck her lips, tongue, ear, neck. I land back at the tops of her cleavage.


  “Jon. Yes. More.”


  “Is this what you want?” I nip her throat and she moans. She’s been snarky and wound tight all evening. I’ll be damned, but something inside needs to control her, give her an insane orgasm, and show her I’m the man. “My room or yours?”


  “Huh?” I chuckle against her skin. I love that I’m able to distract her to the point she can’t think of anything except what I’m doing to her body. I pull back enough so that we’re face to face. Her eyes flutter open and the desire I see within steals my breath. My cock throbs. It knows what’s coming. Chill, big guy, you’ll get yours. I’m not rushing this night.


  “I want you, Kate. I want you so damn bad. But not against this door. Not for what I want to do.”


  “Yes. Yes, please.” She gives a slight nod.


  “My room?”


  “Yes. Not Evie’s.” My patience from before is waning and I wrap my arm across her waist and throw her over my shoulder. Kate giggles as I stomp my way down the hall. I can’t get inside the room quick enough.


  “Caveman. I knew it.” She giggles and I slap her ass again. “Mmm. That’s not punishment. I like it when you do that.” Satisfaction and pride fill me as I lower her to the floor. Maybe she’s right. I am a little caveman, but I’m damn happy she’s in my room for the night.


  “Too much talking.” My lips find hers in a hurried kiss. I cup her face in my hands, her head tilted back. Kate’s hands run up and down my hard length, gripping me through the fabric of my pants. I hiss. That feels so good. Her fingers move to my shirt, pull it from the confines of my pants and nimbly work open each button.


  Desire pulses from my cock to my fingertips. I need to feel her skin on mine. My hands move across her throat, to the material that covers her breasts, and yank it down. Her nipples now free, I dip my head to suck one into my mouth, and roll and twist the other between my thumb and index finger. Moaning and arching her back, she pushes them closer to my face. It’s not enough, I want more. I release her breast with a pop and stand to my full height.


  “Dress off.” I finish pulling at the tie and shirt Kate’s halfway undone. She smirks and reaches to her side, sliding the hidden zipper down to her waist.


  “So bossy.” She giggles, but releases her hold on the fabric. The dress pools at her feet and she stands before me, in sexy nude heels and barely there lace panties.


  “Fuck.” I stalk toward her, as a predator would its prey. The playful smile fades from her face and she hitches in a breath. We’re standing toe to toe, a current of want and need bouncing between our bodies.


  “I need to taste you.”


  “Okay.” Her tongue licks across her lips, and as much as I want to tease those lips with my own I have other plans. My hands graze her shoulders and slide down her soft skin. I grasp her wrists and turn her to face the mirror hanging above my dresser.


  “Hands stay here. Don’t let go.” I push her wrists so she grasps the ledge of the dresser. Her back arches and I run my hands over the smooth skin before pulling her hips back a little further. Her head is dipped and I can’t see her face in the mirror.


  I quickly undo my belt, kick off my shoes, and drop my pants and underwear. Once I’ve peeled off both dress socks I cover her body with mine and frame my chest to her back. My hand snakes over her bare breast, up and across her throat to her chin, and tips it so she meets my eyes in the reflection.


  “Kate. I want you to see what I do to you. What you do to me. Don’t you dare drop your gaze from this mirror. Got that?”


  “And if I don’t?” I slap her ass and she squeals.


  “Just humor me, okay?”


  “Okay,” she whispers.


  I kiss my way down her spine, massaging her breasts until I reach the lace of her underwear. I dip my fingers into the thin band.


  “These are nice.” I yank and snap the band; the fabric drops to the ground.


  “Hey! You’re buying me another pair!” I spread her ass with my fingers and lick my way to her center. She’s soaked.


  “Gladly,” I murmur against her sensitive skin. I use my tongue and fingers until she’s grinding back against my face. Her legs are shaking and she’s speaking gibberish. I can tell she’s close. Hell, I’m close too. I’m a selfish bastard, though, because I want to feel her orgasm grip my cock as I come with her. I pull away and stand.


  “Hey—” I wrap my arms around her chest and pull her to me. My mouth finds hers and she twists into me.


  “Taste that. You taste so fucking good, Kate. But I need to be inside you.”


  “Yes. Please.” She begs between tongue sparring kisses. My hands move down over her ass to her thighs and lift, and I carry her back to my bed. I should slow down and make this last. Blood rushes in my ears as I set her on the bed. After weeks of fantasizing about this moment I know this will be fast.


  She scoots back toward the headboard and I follow, crawling over her to pull a condom from the bedside drawer. I open the foil packet.


  “Can I?” Kate’s small hands reach forward, take the latex and expertly roll it down my length. I curse and my eyes roll into the back of my head.


  “So good.” I brace myself over her body and she spreads her legs wide open, welcoming me against her wet heat. She uses her fingers to guide me inside. I lower myself to my forearms so I can wrap my hands underneath her arms. Locking my gaze with hers I push forward. She holds me like a vice. “You’re always so damn good, Kate.”


  I rock my hips and she moves to meet me. First slow, but each thrust thereafter gains momentum and speed.


  “I’m so close, Jon.” She moans, closes her eyes and turns her head.


  “No. Kate. Look at me.” I slow my rhythm until she meets my eyes once more.


  “I want to see your eyes when you come. When I give you all of me.” Her chest rises and falls in short breaths and I resume a demanding pace. She meets me with a rocking of her hips and soon we’re there again. Teetering on the edge of pure bliss.


  “Kate. Come for me, baby.” My words are all she needs as she screams out her release, calling my name. Her sweet pussy milks my dick. Pressure builds at the base of my spine and I give in, shouting her name, a shaking, exhausted wreck. I pull out and roll next to her. Wrap one arm under her back to pull her close.


  She snuggles into my side with a deep exhale. “That was good.”


  “Really good.” I kiss her head, filled with pride and joy at her admission. I roll off the bed and discard the condom in the bathroom across the hall. When I return she’s sitting on my bed, sheet wrapped around her body, picking at the fabric.


  “Here. Put this on. We are breaking to re-fuel.” I toss her a shirt from my dresser and pull on a pair of basketball shorts.


  “Breaking?” She pulls my tee over her head, and studies the hem like it holds all life’s answers.


  “Hey.” I walk to her and use my finger to tilt her chin. Her eyes meet my own. Her lips are swollen and I have to kiss them. I brush my lips over hers once, twice, and pull away before I can’t stop.


  “I’m not done with you tonight. But first I want to show you something.” I grasp one of her hands in mine, lace our fingers together and pull her out to the kitchen. I pat one of the barstools and she hops up. I walk the few paces to the fridge.


  “Close your eyes. No peeking.” I pull the cake I made from the refrigerator and fish two forks from a drawer as I walk back to where Kate sits. She looks sexy in my shirt, the length pulling short from where she crosses her legs. Excitement fills her smiling face as she waits with her eyes shut tight. I take a moment to admire her before I slide the cake on the counter and sit on the barstool next to hers.


  “Can I open my eyes now?” She’s bouncing up and down in her chair. I forgot how much she loves surprises. Her joy is contagious. I chuckle before agreeing.


  “Okay, you can open them now.” Her lids snap open and she takes in my poor attempt at cake decorating. Really, I should have signed up for a class or asked for help. As I look at my cake, a box mix baked into a foil rectangle, covered in store-bought icing with “I’m Sorry” spelled out in Skittles pieces with their colors bleeding, even I have to admit it’s pretty sad looking.


  My gaze flicks to Kate’s face. Tears roll down her still flushed cheeks. Shit. I’m no Betty Crocker. I should have asked for help.


  “Hey. Don’t cry. I know the cake sucks. I’m dumb. Remember to never sign me up for Cupcake Wars. This was stupid.” I reach out to pull the cake off the counter but Kate slaps her hand over my arm.


  “Don’t. Don’t you dare take this cake away!” I look up from her hand with surprise, then brace myself as Kate jumps onto my lap. Her mouth covers mine in a hot, demanding kiss and I relinquish control, enjoying her lips on mine. Her arms wrap around my neck and shoulders to hold me tight. Kate’s kisses slow to soft pecks before she leans back; her gaze holds me captive.


  “My cake sucks,” I murmur.


  “Shut your mouth. This is the best damn cake I’ve ever seen.” She releases one arm from my neck to pull the pan close and stabs a large piece from the middle with a fork. It’s covered in candy and frosting, and when she shovels the bite into her mouth, cake crumbs coat her lips.


  “I think we need to get your eyes checked.” She looks down at the cake again, her eyes filling with unshed tears.


  “Hey. This is supposed to make you happy, not cry.” I use my thumbs to wipe the tears that spill.


  “It’s just that—” She fills another forkful and feeds it to me. “No one has ever made me a cake before.”


  “No one? Not even your mom?” She shakes her head.


  “No. My mother never baked. Always store bought cakes and cupcakes. You know the perfect looking ones with the airbrushed paint looking frosting? And the funny thing was everyone was always jealous. Like wow, what a cool cake. And all I ever wanted was a homemade one. Like Linda used to make for Evie and Melissa. To show that she cared, you know? That it was okay the cake didn’t look perfect because she made it for me.” She drops her gaze at the admission and looks away to fork another bite. “Silly really, now who’s being stupid?” She smiles but it doesn’t reach her eyes.


  “I don’t think you’re stupid at all.” I run the pad of my thumb across her lips where a touch of frosting remains. “You’ve got a little.” My hands pull her flush against me and I trace her lips with my tongue. Her eyes flare with the same heat that rushes through my veins. She squirms on my seat and I know she can feel what she does to me. How much I want her again.


  “Kate. I—I know I don’t have much to offer. I’m stubborn. I’m no good at this normal, civilian life crap. I don’t know how to cook amazing food like Tate; I don’t make lots of money like Drew; I can’t sing for shit—” I pause to reign in the jealousy that comes with that last one. “But when I’m with you… When it’s just us… I just—” Why is it so difficult to spit the words out? Fucking grow a pair! I inhale a deep breath. I can do this. “My cake decorating skills suck, too. But I’m glad you like my sad cake with the Skittles on top. I guess what I’m trying to say—”


  “In the jungle! The mighty jungle! The lion sleeps tonight!” Bang bang bang. “Kate! Katie! My Love! My jungle love! You sexy bitch! Wake up! Your lion awaits!”


  “What the fuck?” Kate hops off my lap and we both move to the front door to peek out the window.


  “It’s Trent.” She reaches to unlock the door. Hell no. I slam my hand against the door to keep it from opening and pin her with a hard glare.


  “No. He’s not coming in here.” She sighs and rolls her eyes.


  “Jon. Move your hand from the door right now.”


  “Kate! I know you’re in there! Open the door.” More banging. I can feel the tremors from where my hand stays firmly planted on the wooden panel. “You are the wind beneath my wings! I can fly higher than an—Shit! Open the door Kate!”


  “He’s going to wake the entire complex. Move.” She shoves me out of the way and I let her. I’m in shock that after everything tonight she’s going to pick him. I never stood a chance. The door swings open and a very intoxicated Trent sways before us, gripping the doorway for support.


  “Trent. What are you doing here?” Kate offers a polite smile.


  “Babe! I’m so sorry, chick. I shouldn’t have left tonight. I took a cab. I couldn’t sleep without knowing you were okay, that I didn’t blow my chance.” His words slur together.


  “Trent. It’s okay. We can talk tomorrow. Just get some sleep.” Her voice is calm, direct.


  “Oh, thank God.” He staggers inside wrapping Kate in an embrace, almost knocking her over. I cross my arms across my chest. She doesn’t want me, fine. But I’m not going to walk away from this without a fight. He releases her, a loopy grin as he staggers backward.


  “Trent. Do you have anyone I can call to come get you?” She’s assertive and I hold on to the hope she’s starting to realize this guy’s a complete asshat.


  “No! Babe! I wanted to see you. Marquee! We played the fucking Marquee tonight and we killed it, Kate. Fucking killed it.” He sways and staggers.


  “Maybe you should sit down?” she offers, and he nods. “Yeah, good idea. This room keeps moving.” He practically stumbles onto the couch and sprawls out, head resting back against the cushion as he studies the spinning fan.


  “Whoa. Trippy.” I take Trent’s sudden fascination with our cooling device to grab Kate’s arm and drag her into the kitchen.


  “Kate, he needs to leave. Now,” I bark.


  “Jon, I can’t just throw him out. Look at him.” We turn our heads to see Trent attempting to follow the spinning blades with his eyes. He chuckles every few spins with the amusement it’s providing.


  “Now. I don’t want him here.”


  “Jon, don’t do this. He just needs somewhere to sleep this off. I can’t throw him in a cab like this. I don’t even know where he lives.” Her admission catches me off guard. She hasn’t slept with Trent?


  “You don’t? Wait! I thought—You haven’t slept with him?” Her eyes narrow and her lips pinch together.


  “What the fuck, Jon? Do you really think I’m so easy? A slut? After everything I’ve given you. Shared with you. I can’t believe you still see me that way.” Anger burns from her eyes.


  “Kate. I’m sorry. I just don’t know what to do here.”


  “Babe. I don’t think immabe getting Mr. Trent up tonight,” Dumbass interjects from the couch.


  “That’s okay, Trent. Let me get you a drink,” Kate answers evenly before turning to retrieve a glass. Really, the man’s had enough.


  “I don’t think that’s such a good idea.” Trent’s hammered, I doubt he needs another drink.


  “Water. Water, Jon! You must think I’m stupid, too. I think you should go to bed. I need to take care of Trent.” Her voice is low and harsh.


  “Kate. I don’t want to leave things like this between us.” I run my hands through my hair and blow out a breath. This is all wrong. Why can’t I get things right? Stupid rock-boy-pain-in-my-ass. “I always fuck up what I’m trying to say when I’m with you!”


  “So now that’s my fault too? Look, I’m really tired, Jon. This night hasn’t been anything like I expected.” She ignores me to fill the glass.


  “Fine. Okay. But we are not through here. I mean it, Kate. Tonight didn’t go how I wanted, either. We need to talk. And if you need any help with that—” I point to where Trent’s head bobs weakly, trying to hold onto consciousness. “—just yell for me.”


  I stomp back to my room. I try to ignore the jealous anger that flares when I hear her talking softly with Trent. She’s taking care of him. Fuck! I slam the door, turn and hit the damn thing with all my might. Crunch. I pull my hand back and the broken wood scrapes my skin. A palm size hole remains in the door.


  Blood trickles from the gash but I don’t feel pain. I squeeze my eyes shut as my heart hammers in my chest, filling my ears and stealing my breath. Will’s face flashes into my vision and my eyes snap open. I can’t breathe. I almost don’t see the room, everything’s blurry.


  Dropping to the floor, I do the first thing I think of. Pushups. Counting as I go, my ears ring. Somewhere after fifty reps my muscles burn, a fire pulsing pain, but I can breathe again. My heartbeat settles back to a rhythmic pace. I keep going. I don’t know how much time passes as I continue up and off the floor, but after one-fifty I feel half human again. Not so angry. And tired. So fucking tired. I climb onto my bed, sweat and all, and close my eyes. I finally succumb to sleep.
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  “NICE REDECORATING.” JON GRUNTS AND makes his way to the kitchen to pour a cup of coffee. “Maybe you can add handyman to your resume?” Peering over Jon’s shoulder, I raise my brows at the hole in the door and take a sip from my mug.


  “I didn’t mean to do that,” he grinds with his jaw clenched.


  “No? I thought fist punching doors was all the rage these days.” I bat my lashes and meet his hard gaze.


  Walls are up, carefully reconstructed so he can’t see the thoughts racing through my mind. It was a mistake to sleep with him last night. I gave him so much. He took so willingly. Now I don’t know if I can move past this. Every time we’re together I give him a little more of myself. He takes it, unknowingly smashing what’s there and then hands it back with his assumptions and cutting words.


  “Kate, can we talk?” I shrug.


  “I don’t really have anything to say to you.” I keep my voice light and casual, as though we’re discussing the weather. His shoulders tense and he blows out an exaggerated breath.


  “Yeah, well I have things to say to you. To ask you. I don’t like how we left things last night.” He looks around, examining the living space. “Where’s Trent?”


  Flush. Trent emerges from the bathroom and trudges his way down the hall, the most subdued I’ve ever seen him. He was easy last night, passing out on the couch and still snoring loudly when I emerged from my room twenty minutes ago for post-yoga coffee. He rubs his eyes and pushes his hair back, tucking it behind his ears.


  “Hey, bro.” He nods at a scowling Jon. If looks could kill. “Kate, can we talk?” He’s apologetic, and I soften. Trent’s easy. Doesn’t twist me so tight I can’t breathe. I’ll deal with him first.


  “Sure.” I smile and nod to the pot. “Want coffee?”


  “Thanks, babe.”


  “I’m going for a run,” Jon barks, and Trent cringes at the volume. I ignore them both, and search the cupboards for a to-go cup.


  I feel Jon’s presence closing in and busy myself with filling another mug.


  “We’ll talk.” He hisses in my ear. “When I get back, he’s gone.” He doesn’t wait for my answer, but retreats. The door slams seconds later. I slide a mug across the counter to where Trent slumps on a barstool.


  “Tell me I didn’t fuck us up before we even started.” He meets my eyes over his cup. “I’m sorry, Kate. I shouldn’t have shown up here wasted last night.”


  “It’s okay, Trent.”


  “No, it’s not okay.” He winces and rubs his temples. “You are fucking brilliant and beautiful and way too good for me, I know that, okay. I’d like a chance to take you on a proper date.”


  Reading my indecision, he adds, “You don’t have to give me an answer. Just think it over?”


  I don’t know what to do. I don’t really know how I feel about Trent. There’s definite chemistry between us, but outside of that we haven’t had an opportunity to explore. His intoxicated serenade of last night doesn’t weigh in his favor. Maybe I should give him a shot. Just a chance to see if there could be something more between us.


  “Okay. I’ll think about it.” His eyes light up and his mouth pulls to a heart stopping smile. He’s really beautiful.


  “Great. That’s awesome.” A beep sounds from the counter and he glances down at his phone.


  “That’s my ride.” He rises to his full height and comes around the counter to wrap me in a hug. “Thanks for taking care of me last night. I’ll talk to you soon.”


  A peck on the top of my head and he backs away, grinning until he’s at the door. “You’ll say yes. You have to say yes. Who turns down this?” He laughs as he motions down his body with his long arms. And he’s back. That’s the man I’ve been working with these past two weeks. Confident, funny, and cocky as hell.


  “Good-bye, Trent!” I shout. I can’t resist the smile that tugs my lips.


  “Later, Kate” He’s out the door. Fortified with a deep breath, I savor my last few minutes of peace before I have to deal with man trouble number two. Really, when did my life become so complex? A month ago my biggest worry was finding my next conquest—to photograph, maybe fool around with—and now I have two extremely different men consuming my thoughts. I don’t like it.


  Jon wants to talk. The thought stresses me and pulls at my nerves. Waiting for him to return is going to drive me crazy. I pad down the hall, grab my mat and band, and head back to the living room. I drop the foam to the floor. The spongy feel rolls over the pads of my fingertips. This is where I find peace. Deep breath in, I begin my practice, and banish all thoughts of sexy men from my mind.
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  “I prefer the no pants version.”


  My eyes snap open at the deep, rough voice. I didn’t even hear him open the door. He saunters to the kitchen and I turn to watch his shirtless form reach inside the fridge. His muscles tighten and release with each movement. He shuts the door, twists a cap off a bottle and tips it, gulping the cool water. My own mouth feels dry.


  “I’m sure you do.” I crawl off my mat and methodically roll it back in place.


  “You ready to have that talk now?” He stands over me. I scramble to stand to my full height and strut to the kitchen to pour my own glass from the sink. I close my eyes and inhale. Whether I want to or not, we’re having this conversation. I might as well rip off the Band-Aid.


  I lean against the counter. “Fine. Talk.”


  “I obviously put my foot in my mouth last night.” Understatement of the year. I keep my features in place, feign boredom. He looks around the room. Good. Squirm a little. Feel uncomfortable. Not so fun, is it, big guy?


  “Whatever are you referring to?” I sass.


  “Fuck!” I jump at his harsh reply. “Don’t do this Kate. Don’t play this off and pretend everything’s fine when we both know it’s not.”


  “What do you want me to say, Jon? Oh, it’s cool we keep ending up in bed together and you’ve assumed I’m a slut the entire time. No, please, let me apologize and make you feel better.” I roll my eyes.


  “Damn it, you know that’s not what I want.” His laborious breaths spur my anger. So now he wants to share feelings and have a rational conversation. I don’t feel forgiving at the moment. I practically shout my reply.


  “What is it you want, Jon? Because I’m going to tell you right now, I’m not sure I can get past this. You really thought I was fucking Trent and I’d still hook up with you? Does that make you feel like a strong, powerful man? Was the chase good for you?”


  “No. That’s not it. Stop putting words in my mouth. I want to know why. Why do you let everyone assume you hook up with tons of guys? Why would that be okay?” He’s shouting in my face.


  “Because it’s easier than the truth!” I scream, and instantly wish I could reel the words back in my mouth. Jon closes the space between us and roughly grabs my arms.


  “And what’s that, Kate? What’s the truth? Why the front?” I push at his chest. I need him outside my personal space, but the touch of skin on skin burns. I drop my hands and look away, my focus on the salt and pepper shakers across the counter.


  “Look at me.” He grips my chin in his fingers and forces our eyes to meet. “Tell me,” he whispers. But I can’t.


  “I don’t want to tell you. You haven’t earned it.” In defeat, I whisper the only truth I’m able to share. “Please let me go.” He steps back, drops his hands. A frown twists his features.


  Pushing off the counter, I grab my mat. I don’t want to prolong the awkward silence.


  “Kate.” He calls from the kitchen. My steps falter and I pause, but I don’t turn to face him. “Where’s your car?” Not what I’m expecting, but it’s a question I can answer with ease.


  “Still in the shop. I had to give back the rental.”


  “When do you get your car back?”


  “Friday.”


  “I’ll drive you to work this week.” I turn to meet his intense, sharp glare.


  “Jon. You don’t need to do that. I’ve been taking the bus—”


  “No. I’ll drive you. At least give me that.” He stalks towards me and I cower, not from fear of him, but of myself and how easily he steals my resolve. I breathe a sigh of relief when he brushes by and heads toward the shower.


  I need to get out of here, at least for the afternoon. I wish I could talk to Evie, but I don’t think it’s a good idea to bring her into this. A small part of me wonders if she’ll have my back or side with Jon. She’s friends with us both. It’s not fair to force the choice, so I don’t call her.


  I pad back to my room. The mat drops by the bed and I flop onto the cushiony down comforter and reach for the phone. I scroll through my endless contacts. I could call any of them and they’d meet me for happy hour. But in this long list of friends there’s no one I can call to talk this out with. No one I trust. And that’s the kicker. It’s me. I’m broken. I can’t find it in myself to open up fully and let someone in.


  There’s one contact I do trust. One I haven’t used for years, and as my finger hovers over the name I almost don’t tap the screen. No. I need this. I tap and hold the speaker to my ear. This is best. I take a deep breath before a familiar voice sounds across the line. “Yeah, this is Kate Bryant. Do you have time to meet?” I pop off the bed and slide into a pair of sandals. I grab my bag on the way out, and pause at the bathroom door. The water’s still running. Good. I’ll make my escape before I have to concoct some lame excuse.
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  “WHAT’S GOT YOUR PANTIES IN a twist, Beltran? Or should I ask who?”


  “You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about, Alex.” I cradle my phone between my shoulder and ear and check off my list of supplies as I pack them into the large duffle. I try giving this call more attention. Her voice mocks though the line.


  “So enlighten me, Sergeant.” I roll my eyes and huff a frustrated breath. I hate that she can read me hundreds of miles away within minutes of our call.


  “I don’t have time for feelings and shit right now. I’ve got a full night of surveillance, so unless you called for a reason other than busting my balls, maybe you spit it out before I hang up.”


  “Well, if you’re going to be an asshole I’ll just catch you another—”


  “I’m sorry. I’m being a dick. It’s not your fault.”


  “What’s going on?”


  “Nada. Just one shitty week followed by another shitty weekend.” Liar. There were moments this past weekend that made me feel more pleasure, more affection, and more pride than I’ve felt since I can remember. But all that’s gone to shit. Kate’s been a fucking ice queen, treating me like the chauffer I volunteered to be. I glance at my watch. I’ll need to leave in a few minutes to pick her up from work.


  “What’s going on with you? Everything okay?”


  “Yeah.” Alex sighs, and silence fills the line. Something’s up. She doesn’t call to shoot the shit.


  “What is it?”


  “I just—I don’t know. It’s dumb and girly and needy. And you know I don’t do those well.” I chuckle as I zip the duffle and head out the door.


  “Yeah, it’s okay that you’re a woman, Alex. I won’t hold it against you.”


  “I just needed to hear your voice. To make sure you’re okay. Ever since Will—” I reach my truck, toss in the bag. I close my eyes and Will’s smiling face flashes before me. Silence stretches. I know. I know what she means because he hasn’t left my mind, either. I start my truck and crank the AC.


  “See, told you. Girly. Needy.”


  “Nah, stop. I miss him too. So fucking much.” I choke out the words, barely able as a wave of sadness crashes down. The feeling is almost suffocating.


  “I started seeing someone.”


  “Like dating? Good for you.” Her laughter fills my ears.


  “No, dumbass. Like a psychiatrist. To work through my grief.” We don’t usually talk feelings. Her bluntness makes me uncomfortable.


  “Oh.”


  “Yeah. It’s really helping, Jon.”


  “I’m happy for you. That’s good.”


  “So…” she draws out. I don’t have time for guessing games.


  “Just spit it out, Private.”


  “I think you should start seeing a counselor too.”


  “Hmph.”


  “Yeah. And I know you really hate being told what to do, but sometimes when you love someone you have to call them out. So here’s me, calling you out, saying you need to talk to someone. I swear to God if you don’t and something happens to you like it did to Will I’m going to resuscitate you just so I can kill you myself.” I laugh at the absurdity of her statement.


  “Okay, okay. I’ll think about it.”


  “You’re not just saying that to shut me up?” Scary how well she knows me.


  “Maybe a little. But I’ll consider it. For you. And Alex?”


  “Yeah?”


  “You don’t have to worry about me. I’m not going to hurt myself. As depressed as I’ll ever be—I promise I’ll never take that route. I’ve seen firsthand what that does to those left behind. As bad as it ever gets, I’ll never be that selfish.”


  “Okay. But, Jon?” I can tell she’s not done giving her two cents. I roll my eyes even though she can’t see me.


  “Yes, Alex?”


  “There are other ways of hurting yourself. You deserve to find peace. So think about it, ’kay?” She sparks a truth I’m not comfortable thinking about, let alone discussing.


  “I’ve gotta go. Thanks for calling. It’s good to hear your voice. Even if you are a pesky li’l thing.”


  She laughs. “Okay. Have a good night, Jon. ’Bye.” I toss the phone into the empty cup holder as I pull up to Kate’s office. She appears at the door within seconds and I practically choke on my own tongue. What the fuck is she wearing?


  Strutting her way to the truck my eyes travel from toe to head and back down again. Kate’s got black leather heeled boots that run all the way up to her knees. With fishnet stockings and a shorter than should be legal black skirt, she’s completed the outfit with a black top that laces up the front. It looks more like lingerie than a blouse and her tits look fucking fantastic spilling out the top.


  Her hair’s pulled into a high ponytail that swishes back and forth as she walks, and are those—? Yep. She’s wearing devil’s horns atop her head. How fitting since I’m sure she’s in cahoots with the man himself, knowing the thoughts racing through my mind. I readjust my jeans as my cock jumps to life.


  She opens the door and greets me with a wide smile.


  “Hey, big guy, how’s it hanging?” She hasn’t been this friendly to me since Saturday night. My body and mind go on full alert.


  “What the fuck are you wearing?” I try to keep my voice calm as I bite out the words. She wasn’t dressed like this when I dropped her off.


  “Oh, you like? I’m going to a 3UG show tonight. It’s at Hell’s Rock. In fact…” Her voice trails and she bats her lashes. “I was sort of hoping you could give me a ride.” Disappointment floods me. She’s being nice because she wants a ride. To see Trent. How fucking awesome.


  “What’s in it for me?”


  She rolls her eyes, huffs and crosses her arms under her chest. I glance over several times, drawn to her amplified cleavage. Seriously, she can’t go out like this.


  “Fine. If you want to be like that I’ll just call a cab. And just so you know, I get my car back tomorrow. I won’t need your help anymore.”


  “Yeah, I remember.” This bothers me. And the fact it bothers me pisses me off further. Tomorrow she’ll have her car back and soon she’ll be back in her apartment. Things will go back to the way they were. Three weeks ago that sounded like an answer to my prayers. Ring. Ring. The shrill sound of my phone interrupts my thoughts. Blocked number.


  “Beltran.”


  “Hey, Collier here. You have anything pressing going on tonight?” My eyes flick to Kate. She’s back to ignoring me, tapping away at her phone screen. I’m planning on tailing her father tonight. Most afternoons he’s at Eddy’s in some private room I can’t seem to get an invite to, no matter how hard I flirt with the strippers or bartenders. Honestly, it’s not a priority, the few calls I’ve had with her mom to discuss the case have left a bitter taste in my mouth.


  “Nope. Just following another middle-aged screw up, but that can wait. What do you need?”


  “I need you to get to Eddy’s, the stripper joint I had you case last time.”


  “I remember. When do you want me there?”


  “I needed you there thirty minutes ago.” I can hear the tension in his voice. Detective Collier isn’t one for conveying emotion, or much of anything other than orders for that matter.


  “I can be there in fifteen.” I maneuver my way into the middle lane for a change of direction.


  “Ramirez, one of our undercovers will meet you at the bar, he’s the guy with the pansy ass diamond earring. He needs a fictional friend to get into the back. You’ll need to pretend you’re brothers from another mother. You good with that?”


  “Yes, sir. Just sit and look pretty, let him take the lead?”


  “This is why I hired you. No need to have a tea party about all the damn details. You ever thought of joining the force?”


  “Sometimes. But then I think about how easy my life is right now.” I chuckle.


  “Yeah. All this damn paperwork. You made the better choice.” He grumbles into the phone before the line goes dead.


  “Bad news, Catwoman.”


  “Catwoman?” She shakes her ponytail, brows knit with confusion.


  “I’m pretending those are cat ears and not devil’s horns. Had a thing for her in my teenage years. In fact, if you spray paint them black I’m sure you could re-purpose that little getup for a Halloween costume. It’ll be a nice DYI project, you can even Pinterest it.”


  “First off, that you even know about Pinterest makes me question your manhood. And are we talking Halle Berry Catwoman or Michelle Pfeiffer? Never mind. That doesn’t matter. What’s the bad news?”


  “We need to make a little pit stop.”


  “Look if you don’t want to take me, it’s fine. I’ll call someone else.”


  “No. It’s not going to take that long. I just have to make a stop for Scottsdale PD. Just chill in the cab for a few minutes. Retouch your makeup or whatever it is you girls do, and I’ll be back before you know it.”


  “Why can’t I come with? Why do I have to stay in the truck?” I turn the corner and Eddy’s comes into view.


  “Jeez Army, breaking for a lap dance?”


  “Look. I’ll be back soon. Keys are in the ignition, so lock the doors when I get out, okay?”


  “Whatever you say.” She says sweetly with a fake smile.


  “Stay here. Don’t leave this truck. I’ll be back in fifteen minutes.”


  “I’m not a child—”


  “I mean it, Kate. So help me. You leave this vehicle and there’ll be consequences.”


  “Don’t want me interrupting your precious time in the champagne room?”


  I blow out a breath. Looking upward, I pray for patience. I need the patience of a saint when she’s like this. I reach for the door handle.


  “Next time you need a stripper just let me know. I have friends who can bring those services into the comfort of your own home.”


  “Damn it, Kate!”


  “Okay, okay. Learn to take a joke. I’ll wait here. But you won’t be too long? I want to see the band play.”


  “Don’t worry. I’ll get you to your precious date.” Hopping from the cab, I slam the door with more force than necessary.


  I stomp through the doors of Eddy’s, pay my cover, and head straight for the bar. I can’t think about Kate right now. I need to focus on the job. I spot Ramirez at the bar. The strobe lights above glint off the large diamond stud in his ear.


  “Hey, man. Good to see you!” I clap Ramirez on the back and he flashes me a smile.


  “Good to see you, bro. It’s been a long time. Wanna beer?” He nods to the brunette working the bar when I agree. “Ready to head back?” He assesses my reaction and I give a curt nod.


  “I’m ready for anything.”


  My answer must appease because his smile widens and he nods. “Well, then, let’s go. Time to play with the big ballers.” I swear I hear the bartender amend, “saggy balls” as we hop off the stools. I don’t know what we’re in for, but I already like this guy.
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  TRENT ROCK GOD: WHERE YOU at babe? We’re on in ten.


  This is ridiculous. I’ve been waiting in Jon’s truck for almost twenty minutes. No word from him and now I’m officially late. Fuck that. Maybe I’ll just drive off in his truck and leave him stranded at this trashy club. No. That’s too harsh, even for me.


  That leaves me one option: I’m going in. I teeter out of the truck in my five-inch heeled boots and wobble my way through the gravel lot to the door. When I open it loud bass music greets my ears and a skinhead bouncer assesses my arrival.


  “Thank God you’re here!” He nods, smiles, and I try to place how he must know me. “You’re late. Doesn’t matter. This way.” He yells toward the bar as he walks, “Chris! Cover the door!” Shit. What do I do here? He obviously mistakes me for someone else. Or maybe Jon knows me well enough to realize I wouldn’t wait in the car all night.


  Bouncer dude notices I’m not in tow and raises his brows. “You coming?” Better follow the big guy. I pick up my pace to keep in line with giant.


  “Where’s your whip?” Huh? My whip? Uh oh, maybe this guy isn’t taking me to Jon. Crap, crap, crap. Do I go along or bail? Hell, it’s just a strip club and it’s not like I’m going to accidentally tear off all my clothes. Besides, I’m kind of curious what it is Jon’s doing here, and I’ve got an inkling he’s where meathead is leading. I’ve acted before, I can pull this off.


  “Watch yourself, mister or I’ll have to pull it out.” I flash a seductive smile and he gives me a strange look I can’t decipher. We stop at a large metal door. He scrutinizes my body, nods approval and knocks.


  “It’s Frankie. Entertainment’s here,” he calls inside. A moment later the door opens a few inches. A shorter middle-age man with black hair slicked into a man bun stands at the opening. He looks me up and down before he nods. The door opens wide enough for me to pass and Frankie turns to go. Oh shit, Kate, what have you gotten yourself into now? A deep unease settles in my gut, but I’m committed to whatever the hell it is these people think I’m here for. Maybe I’ll be able to help Jon. Discover some undercover shit.


  I pull my shoulders back, my head held high. I follow man bun into the dimly light room. It’s large. Cigar smoke fills my nostrils and wafts around what few lights are in place. I glance about, taking in the surroundings. Three poker tables are set up in the center seated with older men, probably in their fifties or sixties, playing card games. Impressive stacks of cash fill the tables.


  A short catwalk divides the room. Couches fill the other space. That’s when I notice it. The unmistakable sounds of sucking, moaning, and grunting. Pleasure.


  It’s almost too much to take in. My senses overwhelm as I continue to follow my guide closer to the couches. There are a few glass tables. A man goes to his knees, drops his head to the table and snorts a line of what I assume is cocaine.


  Two strippers stand on the cat walk, kissing, hands running over the other’s body while a few men stand by stroking themselves. Oh, god! My steps falter. I avert my eyes. So, that’s happening.


  In the corner sits a sectional sofa. The dim lighting here casts shadows on three other men, all reclining on the couch, pants open. The heads of three women move up and down while on their knees, naked but for their tiny thongs that barely cover a thing.


  “The rougher, the better.” A deep voice pulls me from my thoughts. My eyes flick to the man who led me inside this place. Drugs. Gambling. Sex. Pretty sure all of this is illegal. Deep inhale. Don’t freak out. I’m sure I can excuse my way out and leave before anyone’s the wiser.


  “Yeah, bitch, suck me.” A familiar tenor drags my attention to the couch.


  “Daddy?” I gasp in shock. His eyes meet mine. Time stands still. My father is here. What the fuck?


  “Kate?” He pushes the blonde head off and zips his pants, a look of pure rage in his eyes. “What are you doing here?”


  “I—Uh—I—I’m—”


  “She’s one of the hired bitches,” Bunhead says.


  “I always knew you were good for nothing. College was the biggest waste of my goddamn money. The moment you came home knocked up I knew you were nothing but a whore. Look at you now! You’re just a hired hooker. Looks like not much has changed.” He seethes.


  “You son of a—” Everything unfolds, chaos interrupting the private back room of sin. Jon appears and charges my dad, arm cocked and ready to fight. Jon’s other hand grips the collar of Dad’s shirt, effectively pulling him to his toes.


  “Who the fuck are you? Her pimp?” Jon’s fist connects with my father’s face, snapping it back with such force I fear he’s killed him with one punch. Screams fill my ears, chairs scrape, a crowd forms. My father staggers, pulls himself to his full height, his gaze unclear as his head bobbles. A stream of blood flows from a gash on his cheekbone.


  His words choke. I can’t breathe. I stare at the man I’m supposed to love. I feel nothing. His ugly, twisting scowl accusing me of things no man should ever say to his child. His eyes focus and then wander, and it hits me that he’s high as a kite.


  “Kate! Let’s go!” Jon’s demanding voice whispers against my ear. He pulls me against him. “Now!” I snap out of my haze and shake off his touch, and take long strides to follow him out the back exit. We hit the door and he’s jogging. I attempt to keep up, but trip on the gravel. Jon’s arms grab me before I fall flat on my face. He holds my hand in his, and races us back to the truck.


  “Kate, keys!” That’s right. I have the keys. I fish inside my corset top where I stored them, and click the remote. I climb inside the passenger seat and reach over to shove the key in the ignition. Jon races around the front of the truck and hops in his door. “Shit.” He curses under his breath.


  I glance out the window to where at least a dozen men file out the back exit. At least two hold guns. The engine roars to life and we peel out of the lot. Tires squeal. A fume of dirt billows behind the truck.


  My heart hammers in my chest. I’m gasping for breath as if I’ve run a marathon. Jon grips the wheel, steady and calm. The only indication of nerves is the throbbing vein in his neck and the speed at which he takes each turn.


  We’re both silent. The sounds of the vehicle accelerating and decelerating fill the cab. I stare out the window. The world goes by in a blur of color and light. I can’t seem to focus my eyesight. I don’t even know where we’re driving.


  “Uh.” He clears his throat. “I’ll take you to Hell’s Rock now.” His voice is soft but the words haul me from my stupor.


  “No.”


  “No?”


  “Can you please just take me home?” I will my voice to hold confidence, but it sounds weak to my own ears.


  “But what about the show?” His words hold no emotion. I can feel his gaze so I pick at the polish on my nails.


  “I’m not in the mood, okay?”


  Without a response he turns the truck home, his speed slowed to the legal limit. My mind drifts to the darkened room of drugs and sex. What the hell was my father doing there? My head throbs. Remembering his words is a punch to the stomach all over again. He thinks I’m a whore. Damn him. Damn my mother too. Memories scratch at the surface. Ones I don’t want to feel. Ones I’ve worked so hard push away.


  “Kate, are you okay?” Jon’s calculating eyes search my own. I realize the truck’s off and we’re parked. I can see the apartment door. I need my mat.


  I’m out the truck and racing to the door as fast as my heels will carry me. I open the door and traipse down the short hall to my room, unzipping my boots before I’m even there. Just the thought of shutting the world out allows me to fill my lungs with air.


  Unrolling my mat, I fall to my knees and force my mind to center on my practice. To block out the past. Dismiss the words and feelings banging at the surface of my consciousness.


  “Kate. What’s going on?” Jon’s at my doorway, but I ignore him. Will him to go away. I can’t do this with him there. My breaths come in quick and rushed and my head feels light.


  “Kate!” Jon’s on my mat. He pulls me up from the floor and to his chest.


  “I can’t—I don’t—please, just let go!”


  “Damn it, Kate! Let me in! Just talk to me!” He shakes me again. My eyes finally find his and I’m met with anguish instead of the anger I expect.


  “Please,” he whispers, and it’s my undoing. The humility in his plea. The roughness of his voice. I’m tired. So incredibly tired of carrying this secret within and I want him to know. I want him to see me, raw and exposed, no smokescreens to hide the sadness that fills my soul. Just me. Just Kate.
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  SHE’S WAVERING, BATTLING SOMETHING INSIDE. I watch and I wait. Her eyes fill with determination and I can only hope she’s deciding to trust me.


  “Okay.” It’s a whisper and had I not been watching her lips I might’ve missed her reply.


  “Okay,” she croaks as she finds her voice. She accepts my arm and I steady her as we stand.


  “Coffee? Tea?” She shakes her head.


  “No. If I don’t tell you now I’m sure I’ll lose my nerve.” I look around the space, then pull her to Evie’s bed. We sit next to each other in the dark room. Light from the hallway peeks through the open door. Shadows cross her desolate face.


  “Kate, does this have something to do with what your dad said tonight?” Anger boils in my veins and I recall how I easily could have beaten him to a pulp had I not caught the look on Kate’s face. She was more important than that piece of shit, so I grabbed her and got the hell out of there.


  “Yes. It’s the reason I don’t speak to my parents anymore. It’s the reason I’m so sad some days that I can barely breathe. It’s the reason I don’t trust anyone but myself.” She smiles sadly, but meets my gaze. A single tear rolls down her cheek.


  “You can trust me, Kate.” She nods with her chin trembling.


  “Yeah. I think I can.” She takes an audible inhale. My eyes never leave her face, but she turns her stare back through the open doorway.


  “I’m not sure how much you heard tonight, so I’ll start at the beginning. You know Evie and I went away to college in Colorado. We had a great time experiencing all the college norms, you know, keg stands and beer pong, late night study sessions and college boyfriends.” She pauses a moment to smile softly. Her face pinches then, and she picks at the polish on her nails. I don’t even know if she realizes she’s doing it. I weave my left arm inside her right and interlock our fingers.


  “I met Kevin at the beginning of sophomore year. I guess you could say it was love at first sight for both of us.” She lets out a harsh laugh. “What I thought was love. He was an engineering major, smart, funny, cute, and he made me feel special. He would plan real dates, bring me flowers, take me away for weekend trips to his parents’ cabin. Things got hot and heavy between us fast, and we were both young. Stupid and ignorant of all the things that could go wrong. We used condoms. Most of the time.”


  A surge of jealous rage boils through my head. The thought of her with another guy, without protection, and I can barely focus on what she’s saying. I release a harsh breath. I have no right to be angry about something that happened years ago, but when I look at Kate all I can see is mine. Mine. I don’t want her with anyone else. She’s stopped talking, is gazing off and I wonder what memories imprison her. I squeeze her hand, her shoulders slump and her voice quiets.


  “A few weeks before Thanksgiving vacation I got really sick. I thought it was the flu but after a few days I wasn’t better. I went to the health center and as I’m sure you can guess, surprise, I found out I was pregnant. They talked about my options and I left with a pile of pamphlets. I was so shocked. I knew I was in no place to have and raise a child but I knew Kevin would take care of me. He would know what to do.” After another shaky breath, she continues.


  “I called him and told him we needed to talk. He agreed to meet me at my dorm. When I opened the door to his smiling face I remember thinking how lucky I was to have him as my boyfriend. He brought chicken soup from the Student Union because he still thought I had the flu.


  “I told him I was pregnant. No finesse, you know, just blurted it out. He kept shaking his head, saying ‘This can’t be happening. I can’t be a dad. I’m not even close to graduating.’ Over and over. It started to piss me off. I was so scared, Jon, and he’s worried he’s not graduating for another two years. Finally he snaps out of it, and holds me. I felt so safe. For two minutes.


  “Because when he pulled back and looked into my eyes he said, ‘Don’t worry, Kate. We can take care of this. I’ll pay for the abortion.’ I couldn’t believe it. How could this man—this person who I thought I loved and loved me in return—say such a thing?”


  “Asshole.” She shakes her head and I want to find this Kevin guy and acquaint him with my fist. I hold back my anger, though. I’m worried if I interrupt Kate now she’ll never tell me the rest. I can’t believe she’s a mother.


  “I told him I wasn’t ready to make that kind of decision. Because a funny thing happened somewhere between hearing there was a tiny person growing inside and making my way across campus. I started to hope, to dream, to fall in love with my baby. It’s a surreal feeling to know there is this life inside of you.” She blinks and tears fall silently. I use my thumb to rub along her hand. She tilts her head and finally meets my gaze.


  “Kevin broke up with me. Said there was no way he could be a father. I was a wreck, emotionally and physically. It broke me. So when Evie came back from classes I decided not to tell her about the baby. I don’t know why. Maybe I thought she’d yell or leave me, I just couldn’t fathom more rejection. I told her Kevin had ended things. A few days later we flew home for Thanksgiving break. I was so relieved to be going home. I was scared too. I knew my parents wouldn’t be happy with my news, but I needed to tell them.


  “I waited until the day I was flying back to say anything. I think deep down I knew. My dad screamed and shouted. Called me a disappointment. Called me names—slut, whore, you can imagine. My mom just stood there. Didn’t say a damn thing. Didn’t hold me. Didn’t defend me. Didn’t ask me questions. Didn’t even have the decency to have my little brother leave the room. He wasn’t even twelve. I left for the airport six hours early and sat there thinking long and hard about my choices.”


  Tears flow freely down her face and I can’t stand to be so far away. I drop to my knees so I can cradle her cheeks within my palms. I use my thumbs to catch her tears.


  “I decided to have the baby, Jon. Despite what everyone thought. I even went back to the student wellness center. They gave me vitamins. I had my first ultrasound. Heard the heartbeat. I’ll always remember that sound.” She closes her eyes and soft sobs escape her lips.


  “You were so brave.” Her eyes snap open and her voice is eerily void of emotion when she finally speaks.


  “I wasn’t brave. I struggled to keep food down. I stressed and missed classes. How would I raise a child? How could afford it? I needed a job. I needed money. I needed help. I tried to be strong, but it wasn’t enough.” Kate turns her chin and lets her gaze drop to the floor.


  “Week of finals I started bleeding. Four days later I lost my baby.” Her body’s shaking. I pull her into my lap and loud sobs break free. I just hold her, unsure what to say. What else to do.


  Her pain, I understand it now. It’s not the same as my own but this is how she knows what it’s like to have someone ripped from your life unexpectedly. She settles and pulls out of my arms. We sit on the floor across from each other. Her fingers play with threads of the worn carpet.


  “So, now you know.” She shrugs.


  “I’m sorry, Kate. God, I’m so pissed at that shithead, Kevin.”


  “Don’t be. We were just kids. You know, I was mad at him for a long time too. But he was just scared. He’s married now and they have two kids. Works in Colorado Springs. I’m even friends with him on Facebook.” She laughs but I don’t find the humor.


  “You know, I learned early that people will believe what they want no matter what you say. That’s why I don’t care what people assume about me. What matters is what I think about me. How I see myself in the quiet, when no one is around. Can I stand to see the image in the mirror? I blamed myself for a long time. If I had eaten better. Maybe if I slept more. Learned to not be so stressed out...”


  “You can’t blame yourself, Kate. It wasn’t your fault.”


  “I know that now, but it wasn’t easy to accept. I was out of control for the first few months, nearly kicked out of school for poor grades, drank and partied way too hard, slept with people whose faces I don’t remember, names I didn’t know.”


  “What changed?”


  “Evie.” A smile plays at her lips. “She never asked me why I lost my shit. Never judged me. But one Sunday I came home, hungover, my own puke stuck to my jacket and she sat me down. Said she made me an appointment with a counselor on campus. That she loved me. That she was scared for me. That I was hurting her because I was hurting myself. She walked me to my appointments for the first few weeks.


  “It was tough. I didn’t like it. Didn’t like the feeling I got when we talked about my baby. My counselor happened to be a yoga instructor at a studio near campus and suggested I come by. Our sessions combined with my practice gave me the skills to get through. As you can tell, the yoga part stuck.


  “I still can’t bring myself to forgive my parents. That’s why we don’t talk. A parent should be someone who loves you, is there for you. No matter what. And they let me down when I needed them most.” The honesty and vulnerability she’s entrusting is utterly humbling. I look at Kate, my Kate, and realize there is a quiet strength beneath a sometimes loud, brash, sassy exterior. She’s tough as fucking nails.


  “I’m glad I punched your dad tonight,” I blurt, and Kate laughs.


  “Me too. You know the worst thing? When I came home for winter break. I told my parents I’d lost the baby. My dad looked me in the face and said, ‘It’s just as well. You can’t raise a baby. I just hope you learned your lesson and won’t come home knocked up again.’”


  Now I want to go back and kick his ass. What kind of parent says that? Now I understand why she doesn’t speak to her parents. I wonder who else knows this part of her.


  “You never told anyone else you lost the baby?”


  “No. Just my parents. I’m sure Kevin assumed I had an abortion. I never cared to talk to him again. And Evie…I’ve thought about telling her so many times, it’s just—as time passed it seemed harder to do. And now. Now I just think it would bring her pain. I can’t put that on her. So besides my therapist in Colorado and the one here, no, I’ve never shared that with anyone else.” This surprises me. Evie and Kate are so close. And Kate is the star of the show. With the many friends that surround her, I’m shocked she’s never told.


  “How does that make you feel?”


  “Alone. So alone.” Another tear drops and I reach out to touch her face. She leans her cheek into my touch. “I’m the only person who grieves my baby. Who remembers. Just because I never got to hold my child doesn’t mean I don’t love my baby, that she or he didn’t matter.”


  “I’m sorry, Kate. Sorry you had to deal with all that alone. You don’t have to carry it alone anymore. I’ll carry it with you.” I pull her to me once more. I feel her body stiffen a second before she relaxes into my embrace. I won’t let her down. I’ll cherish this knowledge. She won’t have to go it alone any longer.
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  IT FEELS GOOD TO SHARE this with another person—someone I didn’t pay to sit and listen to my troubles. I don’t think I realized how much I needed this until now. Jon holds me and I feel safe, loved, at peace. Something nags in the back of my brain, though. What was my father doing in that club? What kind of case was Jon working? Did Jon know my dad would be there? Is that why he wanted to me to stay in the truck?


  I pull back. I need to watch his reaction. The words tumble from my lips.


  “Why were you at that club tonight?” His eyes sharpen and he returns my stare.


  “I’m not at liberty to discuss.”


  “Jon,” I warn, and allow anger to seep into my voice.


  “Look. I can’t say why I was there tonight,” he bites out. He has the decency to look apologetic. What’s so important he can’t tell me the truth after I just gutted myself for him? I steady my voice, will myself to be patient.


  “Can you tell me anything about my father?” Jon runs his hands over his scalp, releasing a breath.


  “Yes. Look Kate, hear me out before you make any judgments.” This doesn’t sound promising. But I need to give him an opportunity to explain. I nod before I reply.


  “Okay.”


  He watches my face closely and the silence stretches between us. He finally speaks, voice calm and even.


  “Your mom hired me two weeks ago to look into your father.”


  “What? And you never thought to tell me?” I can’t help the anxiety and doubt that creep inside. He’s been working with my mom. I feel sick.


  “Hear me out. She asked for my help with full discretion. She didn’t want Evie involved, either. I was curious, okay? I wanted to know whether I could figure out why you didn’t speak to them anymore. It was only a job, okay?” I shake my head.


  “No. Not okay.” He scoots back an inch.


  “After what you told me tonight and what I saw at the club, I’m returning your mom’s money. I’m letting her know tomorrow that I’m unable to do the job. That it crossed into what I was hired to do with Scottsdale PD.” His calculating gaze finds my own.


  “And what’s that, exactly?”


  “Kate, the stuff your dad’s involved in, it’s bad. Really bad. I was hired to do some surveillance for a suspected drug ring. I’m not even allowed to say that much, but I think you should know. He’s in some deep shit, Kate.”


  “Yeah. I saw. I was there, remember,” I bite out. I still can’t believe he was working for my mother and never told me. I feel betrayed. Jon’s eyes harden. They pin me with a glare.


  “Yes, and why the hell didn’t you stay in the truck like I asked?”


  “You were taking too long. I thought I’d come find you.” Flipping my ponytail to the side, I play with the strands.


  “I asked you to stay, though. Why do you always have to be so damn difficult? Seeing you with your dad, I lost my mind. I didn’t even think about how my actions would look. I put the undercover cop in danger. I put you in danger.” He clenches his fists and the vein at his neck throbs. He’s right, I should ’ve stayed like he asked. I didn’t know the danger I was walking into. I reach out to where his hand is still in a tight fist and lay mine over it.


  “You’re right. I’m sorry.”


  His eyes snap to my own, brows rise. “I’m right?”


  A smirk pulls at my face. “Yeah, but don’t get used to it.” He laughs. “I should have listened to you. But you didn’t have to go and lose control just because my dad was spouting hurtful words.” His brows knit and he studies his hands.


  “I don’t know. Seeing you there and hearing the words, I just snapped.” He shakes his head. An unease settles. That’s not like Jon. He doesn’t just anything. He’s in control, calculating. Always. If he hits someone it’s because he planned to or it’s in self-defense.


  “Jon, I like that you want to protect me, but you can’t go hitting people or inanimate objects every time you’re angry. I get that you’re a trained killing machine, but recently something has changed. You’re not the type to fly off the handle.”


  “Yeah, I feel out of control. I don’t like it.” I think back over the weeks and I’m certain this has to do with Will’s death. I don’t know if Jon’s going to like what I have to say, but I’m saying it anyway.


  “Maybe you should talk to someone. Like a professional? I know I’m not perfect, but until I got help I couldn’t get out of the anger stage of grief. Not that I don’t get angry or sad anymore, but it’s not so out of control. I have my coping mechanisms—”


  “You can’t run to a yoga mat every time shit hits the fan, Kate,” Jon bites out. It’s harsh. His shoulders square and he pulls his hands back behind him.


  “Well you can’t put your fist through everything you don’t like.” Jon stands and walks to the door. I scramble to follow him, but as soon as I’m standing he halts in the doorway.


  “Thanks for your concern, Kate, but I’m handling things.” I have to hold back a scoff. “I’ve got some calls to make. Get some rest.” He’s yet to meet my eyes and it angers me that this is how he’s going to walk away. A part of me longs to be held, to feel safe in his arms for the night, but I’m not going to ask for that. Especially when he’s not offering.


  “Goodnight, Jon.” I walk to the doorway and let the door click shut behind me. His rough murmurs float down the hallway. He’s talking to the detective. I’m exhausted so I stumble to my bed and pull the covers around my body. I don’t even bother to wash my face or change my clothes before I give in to the pull of sleep.


  [image: ]


  “Kate, what are you doing?”


  After waking and taking a shower this morning I found a voicemail from my super. The building was cleared by the state and I can move back anytime. A wave of disappointment hit first, followed by fear, then they settled into determination. I’m moving back today. My first reaction is to want to stay with Jon, but that’s not an option. I won’t let myself go there. It’s time to get the hell out.


  “Oh, I’m packing.” I look up from the box into which I’m carefully placing my precious collection of Louboutins, Choos, and Valentinos. I paste on my perfect smile, the one that says everything is okay even when it’s not. He raises one eyebrow.


  “I see that.”


  “Okay, then.” I shrug, flip my hair, and go back to the task at hand. I stand and add the box to the others at the foot of Evie’s bed. After grabbing an empty duffle I move to the dresser and throw in my unmentionables.


  I know he’s watching me from the doorway, but I refuse to halt my progress. He didn’t want to talk last night. He never came back to my room. I made him angry and he left, was cold, and that hurt after everything I shared.


  “Kate,” his voice warns, and I release a breath before I meet his eyes.


  “Look, I appreciate what you did last night. You’re a good friend, Jon.” And I do appreciate him. Only, the feelings he stirs inside unsettle my carefully constructed life. The one in which I know how to be happy.


  “What if I don’t want to be your friend?” My gaze drops back to the drawer full of bras and panties.


  “Oh. I guess that’s fair.” I attempt, unsuccessfully, to keep the hurt from my voice. Well, shit. I thought he considered me a friend. And after the past couple of weeks, well, his words hurt. His voice breaks my thoughts.


  “Kate, I don’t want to be your friend because I want to be more.” My gaze lifts to his eyes. They’re filled with hope, almost pleading with my own. No.


  “Jon, don’t. We’d be horrible together. I’m broken, you even said so last night. We’d argue constantly. You’d punch things. Or people. We can’t be together. You should be with someone nice, sweet. Someone like Carly.” There’s no way he wants me. He may think he does, but give us time and it’d be a disaster.


  “Carly? Why are you even bringing her up?”


  “Because you asked her to the gala.” I toss the duffle onto the bed and glance around the room to assess what still needs to be packed.


  “Because you were already taking Trent!” Jon shakes his head and blows out a breath. “Kate, I don’t want Carly.” He crosses the threshold and I raise my hands. He stops.


  “Someone who’s not me, then.” I speak plain and firmly.


  “So, I don’t get a say in the matter? You’ve already decided for us?” The words tumble from his lips in a shout.


  “I don’t want to fight. I just want to pack my things and get out of here. My super called, said the units are cleared for move in. And my car’s fully repaired. They’re dropping it by before work. So, you don’t have to put up with me anymore. I’ll be gone within the hour.” I keep my voice even. I don’t want to engage, because gazing into those brooding brown eyes, I know he can sway my decision. But I’ve made the right one.


  “Damn it, Kate!” He turns and storms from the room. A few moments pass and I jump at the slam of the front door. Good, he left for his run. It’ll be easier to flee without him watching my every move. I release a humorless laugh. How twisted is that? I’m moving back to my apartment, in my car, and I consider it an escape. I shake my head and resume packing. Eye on the prize, Kate. Get things back to the way they were and I’m sure I’ll feel better.
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  PISSED OFF, I SLAM THE door to the apartment and break into a steady jog. Running helps clear my mind. Exercise, in general. There’s something so simplistic and basic about it. I can let my mind focus on what I know—movement, breath, sweat. The endorphins bring clarity, if only for a fleeting moment.


  She can’t be fucking serious. Kate thinks she can just move out and things go back to the way they were? Hell no. Not on my watch. Fucking Kate Bryant. Why do things have to be so difficult? She frustrates the hell out of me. I pump my legs faster, moving into a steady pace. Not sure how long I want to run today. I hang a right at the corner and head west, away from the morning sun.


  I handled last night poorly. She gave me so much of herself after the bout with her father. She’s a tough, strong woman. She’s earned my utmost respect. But when she jumped on the bandwagon of Jon-needs-a-shrink, it hurt. Had she been talking to Alex? Why does everyone suddenly think I’m about to lose my marbles? I’m fine. I’m handling things. I don’t need a doctor to tell me life is challenging, that Will’s death is not my fault. I already know these things. Having a damn pity party won’t make me feel better.


  I paced my room for an hour last night. I wanted to go back to her. To apologize. To hold her. To make love to her. That led to more pacing, and then later, pushups until I couldn’t anymore. I was thankful when sleep took over and gave me rest from the thoughts that plagued. I wasn’t sure what to do.


  That was, until this morning.


  Seeing her packing her things was all wrong. Kate’s been driving me crazy for weeks, yet somehow I’ve become addicted. I don’t want her to leave. I want her to stay. That scares the shit out of me. To give someone that level of control over my life, it’s more than a little frightening. But I’ve tried fighting and the reality is that she already has a hold whether I want her to or not. I just have to give it a shot.


  Her nonsense about us not being a fucking option, now that’s infuriating. That I should be with Carly? I’ve never wanted Carly. Carly would never crash her car for me, hold me when I cry, call me out on my bullshit. And I’ve done things for Kate I’d never do for any other woman. Hell, I’ve never baked a cake for anyone. Until Kate. I can’t believe I didn’t see it until now.


  She’s my person.


  I need to make things right. I turn before I reach the next light, back tracking my steps at a faster, steady sprint. Kate likes to be in control and I get that. But there is no way I’m letting her control this. I’ll just have to convince her otherwise. Yeah. I need to talk to Kate. Tell her how I feel. Prove to her that we can be good together.


  Oh, but we are so fucking good together.


  Her tight pussy milking my dick, ass bent over in those fuck me heels. The sounds she makes when I lick her out. My heart drums faster. Shaking my head, I push those thoughts from my mind. The sooner I convince Kate we’re meant to be, the sooner I can make her feel good.


  I pump my legs as fast as they will go and sprint the entire way back to the apartment. I need to talk to Kate. And thinking about being intimate together is only making this run uncomfortable. The faster I can get home, the faster I can get my woman.
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  I throw open the front door of the apartment and call out for her. It’s too quiet. I sense if I go down the hall I’ll find an empty room, but I can’t fight the urge to check, regardless. The door is open, lights off, and, yep, she’s gone. The boxes from earlier are nowhere to be found. Kate’s sheets and blankets have been pulled off and replaced by Evie’s set.


  “Damn it!” I stomp to the bathroom, peel away my sweaty clothes and toss them in a pile. I twist the faucet and the shower soon fills with steam. Kate’s gone; she might think she’s won. Yeah, not happening. I need a better game plan to think things through. My girl is stubborn and I'm preparing for an all-out battle of wills.


  Squirting a glob of shampoo into my hands, I run my fingers over and through my hair. I rinse my head and then work the soap into a lather and run my hands down my torso. Thoughts of Kate, her beautiful spirit, feisty attitude, toned body, perky tits, and luscious, smart mouth, fuel my hands’ descent. I’m rock hard, stroking my length, imagining Kate’s hands are my own.


  Leaning back against the fiberglass enclosure, I picture Kate on her knees before me. God, I wish she were with me now. Within minutes, I reach my orgasm, Kate’s name a prayer on my lips as my hands coat with evidence of my desire. I push off the wall and the spray from the showerhead collides against my stomach. I reach for the soap once more, and make quick work this time.


  The tension I released only moments ago seeps back in. Masturbation is a hollow replacement for the real thing. Twisting the knob so the water slows to a stop, I resolve that the next time I get off in the shower Kate will be physically present instead of only in my thoughts.


  Drying off, I fasten the towel around my waist. The bang of dishes clatters through the thin wall. She’s back. My heart races. I blow out a breath and prepare to take on my strong willed Kate. I throw open the bathroom door and saunter out.


  “Couldn’t stay away, could you, beautiful?” I call down the hall. I round the corner to a very amused Evie.


  “Beautiful?” Her brows rise and a smirk pulls at her lips. She’s removed pans and half of the refrigerator’s contents onto the counter. “Not that I don’t enjoy the sentiment, but was that meant for me or did you expect someone else?” I scowl and pull the towel tighter at my waist.


  “Of course you’re beautiful, but please don’t make me suffer through your poor cooking skills. Let me get dressed and I’ll take over, chef.” Her laughter follows me down the hall and back to my room.


  I pull a pair of boxers, shorts, and T-shirt from the drawer and dress in record time. Where the hell is my mind? Of course it would be Evie, not Kate. Fool. Get your head in the game, Beltran. I release a frustrated growl as I stomp back down the hall.


  Evie’s propped herself on the counter, mixing bowl in hand, legs swinging off the ledge.


  “What’s the story, morning glory?” She beams, dragging the spoon in lazy circles.


  “What are you doing? I said to wait.” The counter is still a mess as I attempt to decipher what the hell she’s trying to make. Evie’s a horrible cook. Love her to pieces, but she should be banned from the kitchen permanently.


  “I can stir pancake batter, thank you, Mr. Grumpy Pants.” Grabbing the bowl from her arms, I grimace at the lumpy contents. She hops off the counter and moves to a barstool. I salvage the batter by adding a few spices and a little milk, and heat the pan.


  “So what crawled up your ass?” A few drops of water splashed onto the pan sizzle nicely, so I pour the batter for the first batch, then meet her gaze.


  “I don’t know what you mean. Other than having to clean up your kitchen catastrophe, I’m just peachy.” I attempt a smile.


  “Oh.” She twists her long dark hair between her fingers. “I thought maybe you were upset about something else. Sorry about the mess. I’m just starving.” Damn. I’ve hurt her feelings.


  “Pretty boy not making his queen breakfast anymore?” I smirk and attempt to lighten the mood with a joke. After flipping the cakes, I pull the syrup from the fridge and grab two plates off the shelf.


  “No. He had to work today. Besides, we got into a fight earlier.” I raise my brows. This is a first. Evie and Tate don’t fight about anything. Her shoulders hang in defeat as I slide a full plate across the counter and hand her a fork. “Thanks, Jon.”


  “You wanna talk about it?” She shoves a forkful into her mouth and nods her head. I pour her a cup of coffee and she sips before she answers.


  “He isn’t happy I’m moving back here.” She pokes at her food. “I mean, I’m not thrilled, either.” Her eyes snap to mine. “No offense to you. You’re a great roommate.” I laugh, a genuine one, and flip a stack of pancakes onto my plate.


  “I get it, Evie. You don’t have to explain.”


  “I guess I thought this temporary living arrangement would be fun, but that I’d be ready to move back. I discovered I liked falling asleep in his arms every night.” She shrugs again, and talks between bites. “It’s scary how quickly you become hooked on someone.”


  “I know what you mean,” I grumble. Her eyes snap. Shit. Shouldn’t have said that out loud.


  “Oh?”


  “I—I can imagine.” I busy myself washing dishes to avoid her inquisitive gaze. The last thing I need is Evie going to Kate before I can. Maybe it’d be nice to have her opinion, but it could also backfire. No. I’ll figure this out on my own.


  “So, how do you feel about Kate moving out?” Her words hold more question than the simple one she’s asking. I dry the last dish and put it away before I meet her gaze.


  “It’s great. It wasn’t so bad having her here. But I’m glad to get my roomie back.” I paste a fake ass smile on my face and hope it’s enough to deter a list of questions. “Now, about Tate. I’m sure you guys will work through this. Can’t you just take turns staying at each other’s place more often? Not sleeping in the same bed seems like an easy fix. Nothing to fight about.”


  Evie nods, her expression thoughtful. “Yeah, I guess so.” She shrugs. “It’s more than just sleeping in the same bed, though. I’m going to miss the stupid stuff, too. You know, like packing lunches, doing laundry together, stolen kisses between putting the boys to bed. I know, I sound annoying, even to my own ears.” She laughs and rolls her eyes.


  “So, Tate doesn’t want you to move out. And it sounds like you agree with him. What’s the problem here?”


  “I can’t just move in with him! It’s too soon. I can’t leave you. That’s not cool. You’d need notice to find a new roommate. Besides, he hasn’t even asked me to stay.” She murmurs the last part. I roll my eyes. Women.


  “If Tate asked you to stay, would you?”


  “Yes.”


  I shake my head. “But you won’t ask him?” She throws her hands in the air and waves them wildly.


  “It’s not my house! And if I ask him I won’t know if he really wants me to move in, or if he’s just asking because I asked him and he’s just being nice.” She stops with the crazy talk and shoves the last bite in her mouth.


  “So, you want him to ask, but not because you put the idea out there. Basically, you want him to read your mind?” Her eyes roll.


  “Thanks a lot, Dr. Phil. Let’s pretend I said nothing. I’m sure it’ll work out.”


  “Stop. I’m just trying to understand the inner workings of a woman’s psyche.”


  “How’s that going for you?” She smirks.


  “Not well. I think I’ll stick with my day job. But honestly, Evie, from my viewpoint it sounds like you just need to talk to him. Tell him how you feel. I bet you’ll be surprised.” She breathes a deep sigh and her shoulders straighten. She hops off the chair and washes off her plate in the sink. I shove the last of my pancakes into my mouth and do the same. She bumps my shoulder with her own.


  “You’re pretty smart for a juggernaut. Have you considered taking your own advice?” A grin pulls at my lips.


  “Maybe I will. We should probably get to work.”


  “Yeah, I think that’s a good idea.” I fill my coffee mug before following Evie into our makeshift office. I boot up my laptop and open my email, scroll through it, and jot down a few notes. I have a ton of reports to fill out from last night’s incident. Detective Collier wasn’t thrilled with my renegade actions and they’re moving a raid up earlier than they’d like for fear of covers being blown.


  “Hey, Evie?”


  “Yeah.” Her eyes appear over her laptop screen. I can’t ask her what to do with Kate, but there is one thing I need her opinion about.


  “Do you think I need to see a doctor?” She bites on the end of her pen as she considers my question.


  “Why? Do you have an itching and burning sensation when you pee?” I narrow my eyes and a grin fills her face.


  “No. Not that kind of doctor. It’s just that two different people who I respect have mentioned they think I need to talk about my feelings. In a professional setting.” Maybe I shouldn’t have brought this up. Just saying it aloud fills me with embarrassment. I study my notepad.


  “Here’s the thing.” Evie stares out the window and twirls her pen. “If it’s two people you trust and respect, who put your best interests first and call it like they see it? Then, there’s your answer.” I nod and consider her input.


  “Besides, you’re a badass, Jon. Served overseas, for God’s sake. I’m sure you can handle one hour of talking.”


  “One hour!” The words leave in a shout and I shake my head. Evie shrugs.


  “That’s the common length of most counseling sessions, as far as I know.”


  “Seems like a long time, that’s all,” I grumble.


  “Hey, my dad has a friend who does a lot with the VA office. Maybe he can ask around and get some names for you?”


  “Yeah, okay. Thanks, Evie. You’re a good friend.” She’s offering without being pushy and I appreciate that. I have no idea where to find a shrink, and I’m not about to go to anyone I find via Google. Maybe this won’t be as torturous as I imagine.
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  DAMN IT, KATE. WHAT WERE you thinking?


  I sit across from my sinfully beautiful date and sip my third glass of Sangria in this trendy little Mexican cantina. There’s a picture above our table of the classic Last Supper, but in place of bread, painted tacos. I’m here with sex on a stick and it feels… wrong. Forced. It’s a feeling I’m not familiar with because I don’t do things I don’t want. I don’t know, maybe it’s just been a long day.


  I was up early and packed before the auto shop returned my car. With Jon on his run, I loaded my car with my belongings. I dropped everything off at my apartment, took a quick shower, and was only late to work by an hour. Not that anyone cared, but it’s not something I make a habit of.


  When Trent called to see if I had plans tonight I took that as a sign. Maybe I need to spend time with another man to keep my thoughts distracted from a certain someone. Trent’s insanely attractive, he’s funny, easy to talk with, and oh, he’s a musician. Nothing better. Except, all night there’s this nagging in the back of my head. It’s very distracting.


  “We’ll start in Florida next week and work our way up the East Coast. Can’t fucking wait to hit NYC. That’s like a dream. To play in a city known for culture and art. We’re the opener now, but in a year or two, can you imagine the possibilities? Fucking living the dream. So what about you, Miss Kate Bryant? What’s next for you?”


  “Can I get you another drink?” Our server comes by the table and when I nod, he rushes off to retrieve another. I should stop, or slow down at least, but the fruit infused wine fills me with a warm, fuzzy feeling. Absolution from the thoughts striving to hijack this date.


  “I don’t know what’s next for me.” I thank the server as he sets down my glass and I rub my fingers against the condensation that gathers from the cool liquid.


  “I find that difficult to believe! After your debut show at the gala? I’m surprised you don’t need an agent already. But if you do, I know a guy.” His eyes dance and I can’t help but smile.


  “I did get one call. But nothing’s certain, so I don’t want to get my hopes up.” I lean forward and Trent does the same. “It’s a local gallery owner. Small, independent, but he saw my work and he wants to have lunch. That’s good, right?”


  “Fucking amazing, Kate.” Trent’s smile is blinding. In this dimly light restaurant one lonely candle illuminates his features. Playful eyes, hair that curls onto his face, strong jawline and lips. I sigh. Those lips, the vessel to which his talent manifests. I lick my own and his smile widens.


  “Wanna dance?” A little dance floor across the room holds a few couples attempting to salsa.


  “Okay.” He stands, reaches out a hand to pull me to my feet. He’s so tall. Even in these pumps I still have to look up to meet his eyes. He saunters to the floor and I swing my hips in time. Dancing is fun. I like to dance.


  Trent pulls me close and begins moving his hips to the rhythm of the music. Copying his moves, I smile wide. Hip to hip we move across the space. He’s good. He throws in a few hip hop moves to earn my laughter, and we grind our hips in slow, sensual movements that would make any other woman blush.


  “Let’s get out of here.” He speaks against my ear. Shivers travel up my spine. He pulls me close and I can feel his arousal. I’m turned on too. The way we’re dancing is erotic, sexual, and I’m all revved up. I nod against his cheek and he traces the shell of my ear with his lips, finally sucking on my lobe. I gasp.


  Trent pulls my arm, holds my hand in his, and drags me from the dance floor. We move outside and he hands the valet his ticket. His thumb rubs circles against the skin of my hand. It’s slow, purposeful foreplay.


  He wants me. It’s obvious. But do I want him too? We would be hot together. A man like this, he oozes sexual energy and expertise. I would enjoy being on the receiving end. But don’t you want more than a one night stand? The thought passes quickly and dampens the throbbing between my legs.


  When we get to my apartment, Trent follows me inside. He pulls me hard against his tall frame and covers my lips with his. His kiss is assertive, confident, bold. Everything Trent embodies. But I’m not feeling it. I pull away.


  “Wait. Give me a minute.”


  “What is it, babe?” He brushes a few wayward hairs from my face.


  “I—I need to know what this means to you. Tonight. Us.” His lips tilt up to reveal a smile and he leans in. Framing my face with his hands, he peppers kisses over my eyelids, nose, and finally, lips.


  “I want this Kate. Us. Do you want it too?” he murmurs across my skin as he kisses his way to my neck.


  “So, are we exclusive, then?” His movements halt and he pulls away to meet my gaze. His eyes dance playfully, one brow raised.


  “If I say yes will you finally let me sink deep inside that pussy of yours?” My mouth drops open and I take a step back.


  “Did you really just say that?” He laughs a deep husky chuckle and pulls me back into an embrace.


  “What, chick? What’s the big deal?” I push at his chest and glare.


  “You can’t say that kind of stuff. You’re supposed to act like a nice guy!”


  “Babe, why are you freaking out?” He releases me and studies my reaction. I forget that Trent’s not used to rejection. I imagine this clueless act is authentic.


  “Because you’re being an ass!” He shakes he head and pushes his hair from where it falls forward.


  “Look, Kate. I’ve been straight with you this whole time. I’m not promising you sunshine and rainbows. I’m not gonna lie and say I won’t fuck other girls when I’m on the road. But right now I only want to be with you.” His eyes are pleading and his words are sincere. Oh, to be a rock star.


  “That’s so messed up.” I roll my eyes. He only shrugs.


  “What? At least I’m honest.”


  “You’re right. And I appreciate that. It’s just not enough. I want more.” I want Jon. That voice inside sure is one pushy broad tonight. I sigh in defeat.


  “You sure? What we have is pretty fucking hot.”


  “Yeah. If I’m being honest, I need more. More than what we have going.” He nods. A disappointed frown replaces his usual charming smile.


  “I can’t promise you more right now.”


  I nod. “Then I guess that’s it for us.”


  “I guess so.” He turns, takes a few strides to reach the door. Hand on the knob, he flashes a grin over his shoulder. “One last blow job before I go?”


  “No!” I shout. I wish I had something in my hand to hurl his way. He chuckles and opens the door.


  “Chill, babe. You can’t blame a guy for trying. You’re a cool chick, Kate Bryant. I hope you find what you’re looking for.” He closes the door behind him. I move to twist the lock.


  Me, too.
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  “HOW DID THAT MAKE YOU feel? Sharing that piece of your life story.” Dr. Mayer lifts an eyebrow from her easy chair opposite me.


  “It was more cathartic than I would’ve thought. I felt relief. That someone else could finally see my pain. Well, besides you or Dr. Carpio. But then he made me angry. That he could be working for my mom, investigating my dad. It watered down the empathy he’d shown. I felt betrayed.”


  “And that was one week ago?” I nod and Dr. Mayer continues. “Now how do you feel?”


  “I think I was rash in my anger, about him working for my mom. He’s a professional and this is his career. We aren’t a couple. He doesn’t owe me explanations or need to run clients through me for approval. I shouldn’t have been so defensive. I let my past dictate my initial reaction. Took my baggage and piled it on his shoulders, and that wasn’t fair.”


  “I think it’s wonderful you are able to recognize and acknowledge that, and it’s understandable, Kate. You cannot expect perfectionism, only progress. Did you use your strategies for dealing with those feelings?” Moving one painted nail, I trace patterns over the wood grain of the chair arm. I shrug and release a frustrated breath.


  “Yes. No? I went on a date with someone else.” Dr. Mayer nods, her expression free of judgment or surprise. This is why I love my sessions with her. She listens and helps find the answers I seek. The ones she insists I already know, but just need assistance unearthing.


  “It was last Friday. The night after laying everything out with Jon. It’s wasn’t some random hookup. It was a guy I’d been talking to for weeks. Trent. And I didn’t use sex to run from my truth. I wanted to, though. I tried to. But I couldn’t.”


  “Hmm…” Dr. Mayer studies me from behind her thick framed glasses. “That’s progress. Can you tell me why? Why didn’t you use sex with this Trent? It would have been easy to, yes?”


  “It felt wrong. I kept thinking about Jon. And then when I wasn’t it was like there was this voice inside telling me I wanted more than a quick roll between the sheets.” She nods.


  “And so you went home alone?”


  “Well, he was already in my apartment…” She grins. A nervous laugh escapes my lips. “And I asked him to leave. After I kissed him. But nothing else.” Dr. Mayer laughs.


  “That’s fine, Kate. What did you do after that? I can’t imagine that was easy. Those are some major behavior patterns to break, and that can be unsettling, bring out other emotions, feelings.”


  “I rolled out my mat, yoga therapy. But you’re right. I was restless. It didn’t give me the same comfort it usually does. I kept wishing I could feel the way I did before.”


  “Before the miscarriage?”


  “No. Actually that wasn’t even a thought. Before I moved in with Jon. A month ago I would sit in my apartment, alone with my practice, after a good day at work or one of my photo shoots and I was content. It was enough. Why isn’t it enough anymore?”


  “That’s an excellent question. I’m sure you’ve given it some thought.” I laugh.


  “Dr. Mayer, this is the part where I’d just like to cut to the chase and have you tell me what’s wrong and how to fix my broken life!” She chuckles, an ongoing joke between us. If only life were so simple.


  “Doesn’t work that that way, Kate.”


  “I know. Wish it did, though. You’d make a killing. I’ve thought about it, but I don’t like my deduction.”


  “Why don’t you share and we’ll figure it out together.”


  “Jon changed things. I used to be enough. Now I wonder about him, how’s he doing? Is he dealing okay? Does he think about me? I miss his kisses, his touch, his deep laughter, our banter, the way he makes me feel safe, protected, cherished. I hate it.”


  Dr. Mayer smiles. “Why do you hate that?”


  “Because! I’m Kate Bryant. I fought to become the woman I am today. I don’t need a man to make me feel these things. I should be enough. I shouldn’t rely on someone else. He’ll just let me down in the long run.”


  “Good. You’ve addressed some great points. I think it’s possible the feelings you’re experiencing are because you’ve let your guard down, so to speak, and are vulnerable with this man. That’s not a bad thing, Kate. It’s something a person has to earn from you, but also a key component of a healthy relationship. Though they are sure to bring up your past insecurities, which I believe is already happening.


  “And you are enough, with or without him. You know this in your soul. These feelings of restlessness or confusion more likely stem from the fact you have been disappointed by those you loved and trusted in the past. So, the question is, what are you going to do about it?”


  “I don’t know. I suggested he see a counselor. I think I told you the last time we met that a buddy of his from the service committed suicide. He needs to deal with that. I bring enough shit to the table. As much as I care about him, I know better than anyone that I can’t fix this for him. I’ll be there and support him, but I’m not a professional.”


  “That’s very wise, Kate. It’s not a good idea to enter a relationship that is set up for co-dependency. You’re doing all the right things here. I wish I could wave a magic wand for you, but unfortunately that’s not how things work. Be patient. Trust the process. Trust yourself.”


  I nod. I feel empowered. A little of the burden I’ve carried all week is off my shoulders. She’s right. I’ve got this. And it will work out, one way or another, I just have to trust my inner voice. She’s never let me down so far.


  “Same time next week?”


  “Yes. Thank you again for working me back into your schedule, Dr. Mayer. And I’m sorry for calling you on a weekend. I felt so panicked after sleeping with Jon the night of the gala. Thank you for taking me last minute.” She looks up from her appointment book with a smile.


  “Of course. That’s what my emergency line is for. And I’m proud of you, Kate. You are digging into the hard stuff much easier this time. It’s fine that you took time away from our sessions. I’m sure you will again. It’s healthy to recognize when you need a little help. It’s okay to rely on others. I know that’s difficult, given your past. But you won’t always be disappointed.”
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  I catch the light rail train from Dr. Mayer’s office to Melissa and Drew’s place. I could have driven, but I plan to drink. It’s been longer than usual between our girls’ nights. Melissa volunteered to host and I can’t wait to catch up. A night with Evie and Melissa is just what I need.


  “Where’re my bitches at?” I call out as I let myself in through the unlocked kitchen door and unload the two bottles of vino I’ve stashed in my giant bag. Drew walks in with Claire on his hip.


  “You’re going to need to clean up that potty mouth or we won’t invite you over anymore.” I smile. He reaches over to side hug me and kiss the top of my head. “Damn, Poppins. You got any Guinness in that magic bag?”


  “No. I’m not Superwoman. Gimme gimme.” I reach out and pull Claire from his arms. She giggles when I tickle her belly and kiss her chunky, sweet face. I pull her in close and inhale the smell that only babies seem to possess. Baby therapy. The feeling settles and a genuine smile fills my face.


  “You’ve done good with this one.” I meet Drew’s adoring gaze over Claire’s soft curls. He’s such a good daddy, and husband, too. He and Melissa have been together since college. I admire their relationship, and the effort they both put into it.


  “Yeah, well, some say my sperm is magical.”


  “Some?” Melissa comes into the kitchen raising her brows.


  “One. One person says that.” He coughs. Melissa’s brows rise further into her hairline. “I’m counting myself. Damn it, woman, at least pretend I’m cool in front of your friends!” A giant grin fills her face and she walks over to Drew. He pulls her to his side and kisses her softly.


  “My man.” She breathes and their affection is so honest and pure that I have to look away. The moment intimate and private, though only a chaste kiss. “Now take our daughter and get out of here!” She playfully slaps his belly and he grins.


  “Sorry, Kate. You heard the woman. Hand her over.”


  “But I don’t want to.” I pout and snuggle the baby close.


  “You know we appreciate free babysitting anytime.” Melissa grins.


  “Schedule me for a night next week. I mean it. She’s getting too big, too fast already. I don’t want to miss this.” I kiss her head once more and begrudgingly hand her over to Drew. He grabs the diaper bag and heads out the back door.


  “Make sure my wife is drunk and horny when I return!” he calls out.


  “You got it, big guy!” I laugh. Never a problem. Stay at home mom with baby, no convincing necessary with a bottle of wine. And I’d bet the time away from mommy mode is what gets her in the mood. She’s already assessing my wine choices as I grab glasses from the cabinet.


  “How was California?”


  “Oh, it was a blast. We spent every evening on the little patio with a glass of wine and baby monitor in hand.” She laughs, opens the Shiraz and fills the two glasses I hold. “How things have changed. Never in a million years would I think that’d be a dream vacation but it was just what we needed. Days at the beach with Claire. Nights on the deck with my Drew. Nothing better. I’m sorry we missed your show, though. I want to hear all about it!”


  “It was good. A little overwhelming and over in a blur. But good.”


  “You said good twice.” She narrows her eyes.


  “So?” I twist the glass stem between my fingers.


  “Cut the crap, Kate. You forget I’ve known you half your life. Sit.” She pulls a chair from the kitchen table. I take the one beside hers. “Okay. Dish. Fill me in.”


  “Will you put it in the vault?” Now it’s my turn to narrow my gaze. She places her right hand over her heart.


  “Get me a Bible. I’ll swear on it now.” Good enough. I take a big gulp from my glass.


  “Jon and I slept together.” I blurt.


  “The night of the gala?” She gasps, eyes wide.


  “Yes.” I nod, tip my glass and finish the contents. Melissa scrambles from the table, brings the bottle back to fill both our glasses. “And once before. A few weeks ago.”


  “Kate Bryant, you little slut! Tell me he’s good in bed. I’m sure he is, but blink if he’s great.” I tilt my head and allow a smile to pull at my lips. “Ha! You blinked. I knew it! So, what does this mean? Are you guys just fucking or is this the start of something beautiful?” Her eyes dance and she waggles her brows.


  “Yes. No. I’m still trying to figure that part out.” I sigh. “He really is talented in bed and out of it, too.” I grin and Melissa guffaws, clapping her hands wildly. She sobers, and drops her glass to the table. Wine sloshes and splashes over the rim.


  “Wait. Didn’t he take Carly to the gala? And you went with rocker dude?”


  “Yeah, well my rock star bailed mid gala. Then Jon and Carly insisted I ride home with them.” I roll my eyes.


  “So, you what? Dropped Carly off and then got busy with Jon? Does she know you poached her date?”


  “Kinda. No. It wasn’t like that. They went as friends sort of. I don’t know. Why are you asking that?”


  “It just might be awkward…”


  “We’re here!” The kitchen door swings open and Evie and Carly waltz through with takeout. Wait, Carly’s here?


  I glare at Melissa, my back to the new arrivals as I attempt to relay telepathically: What the fuck? Why is she here? Why didn’t you warn me?


  Melissa meets my stare and I can only imagine she’s trying to relay a message back, though I can’t read her mind.


  “Hey, I’m so glad you made it!” She pops up from the table and hugs her sister. “I’m glad you could join us tonight, Carly.” I turn and stand from my chair. Evie pulls Chinese food containers from a bag and arranges them on the table. Melissa pulls out a pile of plates and utensils.


  “Thanks for having me. I don’t get out much and it’s nice to be included in your girls’ night.” Carly smiles, her hands rubbing together. She catches my gaze. “Hi, Kate.”


  “Hey, Carly.”


  “Nothing formal here. Make a plate and have a seat. I’ll grab a few more glasses. Wine okay with you, Carly?” Melissa pulls out a few more glasses and I sit back in my chair. Evie joins me, a giant grin on her face.


  “I’ll just have water for now.” Carly answers. Evie waves her over and pats the open chair to her right. Melissa comes back with two glasses.


  “You better be drinking.” I glare at my bestie and her grin grows wider. She’s freaking me out with all the smiles.


  “Of course I am. So… sorry we were a little late. I was a little busy.” She reaches out to open a container with one hand. Strange. A glint at her finger catches my full attention. I scream. And point at the giant rock on her hand.


  “Oh my god! You’re not pregnant are you?” Melissa accuses, eyes wild, mouth falling open. Carly’s quiet and grinning. Evie’s tearing up, her smile faltering.


  “No! Why would you say that, Mel?”


  “Well, that is an engagement ring, is it not?”


  “Yes. But I’m not pregnant! Tate asked me to marry him.” The shock has worn off and I jump up from my chair. I pull Evie into an embrace.


  “But it’s so soon,” I hear Melissa murmur.


  “So fucking happy for you right now,” I whisper in her ear. “It’s what you wanted.” I pull back, happy to see her wide smile is back in place. “I better be your maid of honor.” I smirk, and catch Melissa’s expression before I add, “None of this sister crap taking precedence.”


  “Of course you are.” Evie laughs. “Sorry, Mel, you had to know that was coming.” Melissa waves a hand at us both.


  “You two weirdos can have each other. I’ll just be here with my wine trying to figure out when my little sister went and grew up.” Making her point, Melissa fills her glass.


  “I can’t believe you’re engaged!” I scream, holding Evie’s hand to jump up and down. She joins in with squeals of her own. “Okay. Let’s eat before this food gets cold—and your sister gets drunk—I want to hear all about how he asked you.”


  The table becomes a flurry of activity as each woman fills her plate with beef, chicken, rice and noodles. Melissa joins in, the shock, I think, beginning to wear off.


  “It was a total surprise! And of course he had Carly and the boys in on it.” Evie smiles and swallows a bite of her food.


  Carly winks. “Oh yes, they felt very important. They’re so excited to have an aunt.”


  “Bold move, getting the kids in on it.” Evie shoots her sister a strange look. “If you hadn’t said yes, he would have some explaining to do.” Melissa adds.


  “So, we had already planned to spend the day together. He didn’t work, and I told Jon I needed Friday off. We started off the morning with breakfast burritos at Fernando’s…”


  “No date complete without food for you two,” I tease, and Evie laughs.


  “True. Then we volunteered at Happy Helping Hands. Of course, afterward I was starving and he promised he had a special lunch planned at the house.” Evie pauses to shovel in a few bites and Carly takes over the story.


  “The boys had arranged the living room to look like a little café. Even closed the curtains and lit candles for the table. They each dressed up in button down shirts and bow ties. They thought they were hot stuff.”


  “It was beautiful. Soft music playing. Flowers on the table and the best servers in town,” Evie gushes. Her eyes study her left hand. “We ate our lunch and Tate asked if I wanted dessert. Honestly, I was taken aback, you know. We’ve been together for five months and hello! I always want dessert.”


  “Oh, did he put the ring inside your dessert?” Melissa grins.


  “No.” Evie shakes her head. “Though he said he considered it.”


  “Yeah. Ezra and Eli wanted him to put it in the cheesecake but he wouldn’t do it. He was worried you would eat it or choke on it!” Carly laughs.


  “He knows me well.” Evie sighs. “So, when the boys delivered our dessert to the table, Tate moved his chair so we could sit side by side. He said the sweetest things between trading bites of cheesecake. Super romantic and then when he dropped down to one knee.” She dabs her napkin at the moisture gathering at her eyes. “Having the man I love, on his knees, asking me to be his partner for life… Words can’t express how that made me feel. I’ll treasure that moment forever.”


  “And don’t worry.” Carly winks. “I caught the whole thing on video.”


  Evie mouths thank you across the table and we resume eating, trading stories and laughter, the conversation easy. The excitement and joy that flow from Evie tonight are infectious, and Carly entertains us with tales of horrible patients. I laugh so hard my stomach hurts. My heart feels full, the worries from earlier gone.
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  I wave good-bye to the girls and walk the short distance to the light rail station. It’s only a quarter mile, but it’s August and the heat presses down, leaving me sweaty and uncomfortable by the time the next train arrives.


  A ten minute ride yields my stop. A prickling sensation moves up my spine; my skin breaks out in gooseflesh despite the warm air. I power walk. My building is only two blocks over. It’s late, and I keep my bag close and head down. The click clack click of my heels is the soundtrack to my thoughts.


  The faint footsteps of another approaches from behind. I look over my shoulder. A man in grungy blue jeans, white T-shirt, and ball cap pulled low so I can’t see his eyes follows several paces back. I tuck my head down, hyper aware of the sound of his steps and how they grow closer to mine.


  I turn right at the corner, one block away from my apartment, and hope he continues his direction. I don’t like the feeling of being followed. I’m relieved when I glance over my shoulder and no longer see the man. I release the breath I’m holding.


  With my building in view, I move to cross the street and I find the stranger from before walking slowly down the opposite side of the street. Unease settles in my gut. Maybe he’s going somewhere else. It’s probably just a coincidence. I attempt to breathe normally as I pick up the pace of my steps. Fear climbs through my belly and threatens to choke me. Calm down, Kate!


  I pull open the door to my building, wishing I had taken up Carly and Evie’s offer to drive me home. The man is following. I can’t hear him, but I feel the presence of another person. I try not to panic. I don’t look behind. I walk with purpose, hit the elevator button, and pray the car arrives soon.


  Bing. The doors open, no one exits the elevator. I rush inside, jab at the close button and the number five circle.


  “Hold the door!” A low voice rumbles and a thick, muscular arm reaches between the closing doors and halts my safe escape. Stranger steps in, reaches around me to hit the door close button, and effectively traps me with his body inside the elevator.


  “Floor?” I croak. He steps to the opposite side of the car which gives me a little space, but ignores my question. He knows I’m going to five. I’ve already pressed the button. If I scream no one will hear. Shit. I don’t know what to do. Fright works its way into my bones. Another chill runs down my spine. I pray the car stops on another floor and one of my neighbors gets on, but that doesn’t happen. We reach five.


  Bing.
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  GOD, I HOPE THIS WORKS. I’ve spent the last week giving her time. And getting my shit in order. Because if there is one thing I know to be true, it’s that actions speak louder than any words. And I’m not great with words. So, if there’s a chance for Kate and me together, I’m gonna have to prove it. I just pray it’s enough.


  I hope she gets home soon. Relaxing against the wood of her apartment door, I sink to the ground and sit. This place is not safe. I know she likes the apartment, but I passed three homeless guys and several shady looking characters on my way up, and that was only between the parking garage and the door.


  They’re all at Melissa’s for their monthly girls’ night in. I glance at my phone, it’s just after nine. I don’t know how late they’ll go, but I’ll wait as long as it takes. Maybe she won’t come home afterward? I shake my head and banish the insecurities that beg to steal my confidence. No. She’ll come home. And she’s not the kind of girl to bring home random guys. This I know now.


  I twist the small package in my hand, wrapped in brown paper and twine. A smile plays at my lips. This is important. Kate is important. As if my thoughts have psychic powers, a ding sounds across the hallway. The doors part and I stand as Kate rushes off the car. A man with a ball cap pulled low over his face steps out and follows behind a few paces.


  She isn’t looking up but her steps seem rushed. She glances over her shoulder at the man behind and breaks into a jog.


  “Kate!” I call and her gaze snaps to mine. She sprints the distance between us and hurls herself into my arms.


  “Jon! Thank God!” Her voice is laced with fear and I wrap my arms around her trembling body. The ding of the door catches my attention; the man with the hat disappears behind the closing doors.


  “Kate, are you okay? Was that man following you?” I hold back the urge to chase after him. Kate’s shaking against me.


  “Oh, my god!” Her eyes are wild as she loosens her hold. “That man… I was so scared… What if he—?” Her eyelids squeeze shut and her body shudders. I rub my hands up and down her arms. “Jon, if you hadn’t been here waiting for me I think he would have tried to follow me into my apartment.”


  “But he didn’t and I’m here.” Yeah, I want to kill the cocksucker. But Kate needs me, and losing my cool won’t help matters. She nods and pulls her keys from her bag.


  “You’re right.” I follow her inside without bothering to wait for an invite. I have things to say and quite frankly, I don’t think she wants to be alone after what happened. She tosses her bag onto a small table and turns to meet my gaze.


  “Why are you here, Jon?”


  “I was waiting for you, Kate.” She rolls her eyes with a grin.


  “Yeah, I figured that part out.” I clear my throat.


  “Can we talk?”


  “Sure.” She leads me to the sofa. Her place is small and there aren’t many seating options. We sit side by side and I twist to meet her gaze.


  “I brought you something.” I hand over the small brown package. A soft smile plays at her lips as she turns it over in her hands.


  “What is it?” Her eyes are bright with excitement. I chuckle.


  “Open it and find out.” She carefully pulls at the string and unfolds the paper to reveal the bird charm necklace.


  “Jon, it’s beautiful,” she says on a breath. I take the chain from her and she pulls her hair from her neck as she turns around.


  “It’s a swallow. The Romans believed swallows to be a totem to grieving mothers. It was said they carried the souls of the unborn children.” I connect the clasp and Kate turns back to face me. Her hand goes to the charm resting on her chest. Her eyes fill with unshed tears and she smiles.


  “That’s beautiful, Jon.” I nod and reach out to take her other hand in my own.


  “I thought so. When I found this I thought maybe you could wear it, to remember how much you love your child, and even though you never held your baby, that you’re a good mother.”


  Kate nods, and a smile fills her face. A few tears fall from her glistening eyes and I wipe them away with my thumb. I take a deep breath.


  “I saw a counselor today.” Her brows rise.


  “You did? How was it?” Her voice is cautious, hopeful.


  “Oh, it sucked ass.” I laugh and run my fingers over my scalp.


  “Oh.” Her eyes study her nail polish.


  “But I’m going back next week.” I grip her hands with my own and hold her gaze. “I’m going back every week until they beg me to stop. Because you were right. This is bigger than me and I don’t know how to deal with Will’s death. And I can’t put that on you or anyone else.


  “And you’re worth it. I want to be a man who deserves your love. Your trust. Your pain. I want all of it.” Kate leans in and I dip my head. I cover her lips with my own and savor the taste of her mouth. Her tongue searches to play and I moan at the sensation.


  Hands around her waist, I pull her close, but she has a better solution and straddles my waist with her legs. I run my hands up and down her thighs. Each time I inch closer to the sexy as fuck panties I’m sure to find. She bites my lip and I groan, pulling her center closer to me. She gasps.


  Damn it. This isn’t why I came here. I grip her shoulders and push back so there are several inches between us. Her breaths are ragged, mine the same, as though we’ve just run sprints rather than made out.


  “Kate.” I take another jagged breath. She cuts me off, pulls away further and attempts to climb off my lap.


  “I’m sorry, I thought—” I hold her legs and pull her back close.


  “Kate, let me finish. And stay here.” She stops pulling away and gazes up from under her lashes. “I just want to clarify something before we take things further. I want you. But not for one night. I want you for an indefinite number of nights. I want you to be my official and exclusive.” Her big eyes study mine. She doesn’t say a word. The silence stretches. I clear my throat.


  “So, what do you think about that?”


  “You scare me.”


  “Kate—”


  “No, let me say what I need to say. Jonathan Beltran you scare the shit out of me. Because I’ve never wanted to be someone’s one and only. Not since Kevin. I’ve never wanted more than a night or two of fun. And you—” She blows out a deep breath and runs her fingers through her long locks. “You make me want more. And even though I’m scared, I want to try. This. Us. Jon, will you be my boyfriend?”


  “Hey, that’s my line. I’m supposed to ask you that question.”


  “You want me to be your boyfriend? Because I’m a woman, so that’s impossible, and I’m surprised you swing that way—”


  I grip the back of her head and slam my lips to hers. “Kate, shut up.”


  “Okay.” She giggles, but soon her laughter turns to panting as my lips make their way to the valley between her breasts. I pull her shirt and bra down to suck one pert nipple into my mouth. My cock is rock hard. She rocks her hips against my erection and I groan. I release her nipple.


  I use my fingers to find her center. She’s soaked. Hands tugging, clothes thrown aside, licking, sucking, nipping. I’m moving too fast but I can’t help myself. Kate rides my hand and I circle my finger around her clit.


  “Oh, God yes! I’m so close.” I reach in my back pocket and pull out the condom I stashed there. Kate helps me unzip my jeans and pull them down my thighs. I finish kicking them off and stroke the latex down my shaft. She lifts and slides down my cock in one fluid movement. I shut my eyes. Fuck.


  “I’m not gonna last,” I bite out between kisses. Her hips move in a tantalizing rhythm. My hands grip her ass. “It’s been too long.” I spread the fingers of my right hand wide and slide them so I can reach her center with my thumb. I can tell she’s close, and within seconds she’s screaming my name. I swallow her cries with my mouth and pump into her three times before I’m coming deep inside.


  I’ve never felt so satisfied as I do in this moment. With Kate in my arms, my cock still pulsing inside her, a wave of bliss seeps to my core. “I love you.” I murmur against her mouth. I can feel her smile.


  “I love you too, Jon.” She sits back on her hips and I catch the playful glint in her eyes. I trace my hands up her back and down her legs in lazy strokes. She flips the charm on her necklace between her thumb and index finger.


  “I’m surprised this didn’t come with Skittles.” She raises a brow. I sit up off the couch cushion.


  “You want Skittles? I’ll go get some right now.” She laughs and pushes me back down to the couch. She stands. I love that she’s so comfortable in her skin, completely naked before me. She’s so damn beautiful, and she’s mine.


  “Well, I do like to taste the rainbow…” I growl, and she screams as I push off the couch and haul her back into my arms. My lips overpower her giggles.


  “The only rainbow you’ll be tasting is me.”


  “So caveman,” she teases. I hold her as I walk us towards the bathroom.


  “Careful… I’ll hit you over the head and drag you back to my cave.”


  She kisses me again, biting at my lower lip, and I groan. “No need. I’ll go willingly.” She breathes out the words, holding my face in her hands. Pride, love, and peace fill my heart. I kiss her with all that I feel. When our mouths part I can’t stop the giant grin that pulls my lips.


  “Damn right.” She giggles as I carry her through her small bathroom door.


  “Hey, put me down, Army.”


  “Not yet.” I adjust my grip to free one arm. I reach into the shower and turn the knob.


  “Are we showering together?” Her eyes light with joy and I can’t understand how I’m so lucky. “We end up together in showers an awful lot.”


  “Yeah, but those times weren’t any fun. I promise to make this one good. From now on we’re taking lots of showers together.”


  “Oh, I like the sound of that.” She grins and I reach inside to make sure the temperature is right. The warm stream of water feels good. Kate wrapped around me, even better. My cock stirs to life. I kiss her and she moans into my mouth. She pulls away, unwrapping her legs to stand before me.


  “Maybe showers can be our thing, you know. Every couple has a thing.” I laugh and shake my head as she reaches to a shelf near my shoulder and fills her hand with body wash.


  “What?” I croak. She grins as she works her hands over my chest and abdomen. Biting back a groan, I reach for the soap and coat my own hands to move across her skin.


  “Like Evie and Tate have food. And Melissa and Drew have sex in public bathrooms…” That halts my hands. I raise my brows.


  “They do?” She giggles. I resume kneading her shoulders.


  “Yeah. Pretty kinky, right? Totally not what you’d expect from them.”


  “Totally.” My fingers skim to Kate’s breasts and I lightly pinch each hard nipple.


  “Mmmm… So, maybe showers can be our thing.” She grips my hard length in her hands and drops to her knees.


  Best. Shower. Ever.
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  “I can’t believe I’m doing this.” I grumble under my breath. Kate’s posing her model for the evening, our server from a few nights ago. His arms, chest, and back are bare and covered in Asian themed tattoos.


  “What was that, Army?” Kate grins over her shoulder. She goes back to clicking away with her camera.


  “Nothing.”


  “You know you don’t have to be here.” The fuck I don’t. What she doesn’t realize is that I’m never leaving her to do one of her nude photo shoots alone. Not because I don’t trust her. Because I do. However, I don’t know or trust any of the models she finds. Therefore, she gets intimidating boyfriend bouncer. I almost feel sorry for the models. Almost.


  “I want to be here,” I grumble, and earn a little laugh from my girlfriend. I do though. And she’s fucking brilliant with her art. It’s edgy and pushes boundaries, but she’s professional in the way she presents herself. I respect her so much, and I don’t want her to stop taking photos like this. I’m so damn proud of her.


  “Okay, Ramon. That’s a wrap.” She starts packing up and Ramon dresses. I help her gather the heavier items, like the portable lighting.


  “Thanks again, Ramon. I got some great shots tonight. I’ll email you a few as soon as I get them edited.”


  “Thanks, Kate. Awesome to work with ya. Nice to meet ya, Jon.”


  “You too.” I nod. “You ready, babe?” She grins.


  “Yep. All packed up. Thanks for being my assistant tonight.” She giggles as I take the bag and pull her to my side.


  “The things I do for you.” I shake my head and then lean down to claim a kiss. We make our way out of the industrial park and toward my truck.


  “You love it!” She smirks and rolls her eyes. I smack her ass and she yelps in surprise. “Last one to the truck buys dinner!” She takes off in a sprint and I shake my head. With all the equipment she knows I won’t chase her.


  I pile everything in the back seat before I climb in. She’s messing with my radio controls.


  “Kate,” I warn, but she just laughs and settles on some top forty crap. She sings along at the top of her lungs. Good thing I love her.


  “Can we just do takeout and go home?” She sighs between songs.


  “Whatever you want. You okay?”


  She smiles. “Just tired. Besides, I can’t wait to get home. My roommate is kind of a rock star in the bedroom, if you know what I mean.” She winks and I give in to the smile that pulls at my lips.


  “Oh yeah? Do I know him?”


  “Yeah. You might think he’s a bit of an asshole at first, but don’t be too quick to judge. He’s got a heart of gold. Plus, he’s hung.” She laughs at her own bizarre antics.


  “Sounds like a cool dude.”


  “Eh. He’s okay.”


  “I’ll remember that later.”


  Kate moved back in the day after we officially got together. Evie willingly moved in with Tate once they were engaged, which left the apartment’s master bedroom open. It seems fast, and people have their doubts about us, but frankly I don’t give damn. Kate’s it for me, and she was happy to move in. We cleared out my old room to use as an office for the business.


  Kate insisted she keep her old apartment in case we break up, so she uses that for studio space. I’m sure some guys would take that as an insult, but it doesn’t worry me. I realize she’s scared. The newness of our relationship, after being let down by so many people over the years—if keeping her own space is what she needs to feel safe, that’s fine. With time I’ll prove to her that I’m not going anywhere, and I’m never letting her down. She’s my girl, my person, my forever partner in life.
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  “NO. ABSOLUTELY NOT.”


  “Come on, Jon, it’ll be fun.” I pout. “You wanted an in with the case and my idea is perfect.” I got home thirty minutes ago; he’s working a new PI case and wanted to brainstorm. I think my solution is brilliant. Methinks the boyfriend does not concur.


  “Damn it Kate, I said no! You’re not going undercover as a drag queen. I’m putting my foot down.” Jon crosses his arms over his chest. He looks damn fine, biceps flexing, his handsome face scowling.


  “Oh? Foot down. Is that when you stomp your little foot up and down? Do a jig? I just don’t see the problem.” Hands on hips, I stand off against him in the living room. It’s an outstanding suggestion. He’s probably jealous he didn’t think of it first. He pins me with a hard glare.


  “Nothing about me is little and you know it,” he growls.


  “Oh, my god! Enough, you two! Jeez!” Evie walks out of the office, shaking her head.


  “What did you think, now that we’re madly in love we’d stop disagreeing?” I raise my brow.


  “If anyone’s mad that’s you, babe,” Jon grumbles and flops down onto the couch.


  “Yes! That’s exactly what I thought!” Evie’s eyes bug and she’s still shaking her head. I don’t think she gets us, but she’s been supportive of our budding romance all the same.


  “Oh, sorry to disappoint. He still drives me crazy.” A grin fills my face. Jon stretches his long legs onto the coffee table and pulls out his phone.


  “Yeah, and she’s frustrating as hell, but if you stick around long enough you’ll witness some great make up sex.” Evie pinches her eyes shut.


  “Oh, no. I don’t want to see that.”


  I laugh. “Oh, but it’s hot as fuck! The things this man does—”


  “Lalalalala! I’m going, I’m going!” I walk over and wrap her in an embrace, and pull her hands from where they cover her ears.


  “’Bye, Evie. Call me tomorrow.” I squeeze tighter and she does the same before she turns towards the door.


  “’Bye, QT.” Jon calls from the couch.


  “Goodnight. Try not to kill each other!” She laughs on her way out.


  “Death by sex, now that’s a good way to go!” I wink as I close the door. I lock it behind my best friend. Jon’s deep voice sends shivers down my back.


  “So, about that hot make up sex you promised?” I fight the urge to grin. I school my features and turn back to the living room, hand on hip, and strut for full effect. Jon licks his lips and I know he’s remembering all our previous make up sessions. If there’s one thing that comes natural to us, it’s sex. I’ve never been with someone who’s made me feel so much, so fast. Our intimacy is intense and mind blowing.


  “Maybe I’m not done fighting with you?” I quip. “Let’s talk about something that gets you really worked up. Mismatched socks? My driving skills? Hmm…” My lips purse into a pout and I touch the corner with one index finger. He offers a bored smirk.


  “Maybe the model I picked for my next shoot?” I tip my head to the side and flash a grin.


  “Kate,” he growls a warning.


  “How about the bachelorette party I’m already planning for Evie? I’m thinking girls’ trip to Vegas.” Yep, that’s the icing on the cake. Jon lunges from the couch and I turn to run down the hallway but it’s no use. He catches me before I even reach the hall.


  “Jon!” I scream as he picks me up and tosses me over his shoulder. I can’t contain the shit eating grin that fills my face and the laughter that falls from my lips. He smacks my ass and stomps to the bedroom. I laugh harder.


  He drops me on the bed. I lay back against the cool sheets. Jon covers my body with his strong form and captures my waiting lips with his own. He steals my laughter and I melt into his kiss.


  This man—all hard muscle, rough and sexy exterior, with an altruistic heart—loves me as much as I love him. He’s more than I ever dared dream. We’ve both been through so much, but by some miracle we found our way together. You can blame it on spilt beer, or pussy, or even a simple bag of Skittles. It’s not been easy, but we found forgiveness in each other, with the other—and what we uncovered is something beautiful.


  


  The End


  


  Continue reading for an exclusive look into Uncovering Hope, Carly’s story, coming early 2016.
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  “OH MY GAWD! DID YOU see Dr. FineAss making rounds this morning?” Jenny giggles from where she sits atop the counter. She’s swirling a plastic spoon through her cup of yogurt, legs swinging haphazardly.


  I’m done for the day, having worked a night shift. I stretch my arms up and stifle a yawn. Jenny and I have been friends since we graduated nursing school and landed our first RN jobs here at Children’s nine years ago. She always fills me in on the latest hospital gossip. We don’t usually work together, but our shifts often overlap.


  “I’m sure that’s not his name.” I grin. My uneaten snacks are still in the breakroom fridge so I pull them out and stuff them in my large purse. My phone doesn’t show any messages or missed calls and a little sigh of relief escapes. Years have passed, yet I still anticipate bad news. I try not to. It’s a bad habit I’m working to break. My brother and his fiancée take excellent care when my boys aren’t at school.


  “If you’re not sure who I’m talking about, then you haven’t seen him. I’m serious, Carly. The doc has mojo. He’s only been here a few weeks and has half the floor walking around with lady boners.” Giggling, she hops down and wraps me in a bear hug.


  She’s outrageous, but I chuckle along. “I’m out. I’ve got to get a few hours of sleep before the boys get home. And then I have my brother’s engagement party tonight.” Jenny nods and tosses her empty container into the trash.


  “I’ll walk with you to the elevator.” She pulls the door open and lowers her voice as I walk through. “So did you have Mama Bear or Greta the Grouch as supervisor last night?”


  I glance around for listening ears before I answer. “Grouch.” I shake my head and shove my hands inside my scrubs. “She’s a real you know what, and apparently I’m on her shit list.” I don’t even want to think about it. The soft, cool comforter of my bed is calling me. With the blackout shades drawn, I’ll be passed out in minutes. It’s almost cruel punishment that I still have a thirty minute commute to battle.


  “Oh, you don’t have to tell me, girlfriend. Sammie said she’s been after everyone lately. I hear she’s going through a bad divorce, but that doesn’t give her an excuse to be a bitch.” I cringe a little and Jenny gasps. “Oh, gawd. I’m sorry, Carly, I didn’t mean it that way. And I wasn’t even talking about you.”


  I muster a smile, “Yeah, I know, Jen. No worries.” I wave as we pass the nurses’ station. Three of my co-workers sit at the desks, huddled together, and likely trading conspiracy theories. In our pediatric oncology unit we are close, a family away from our families, and everyone knows everything about everyone. And if they don’t, they speculate, make up stories.


  “Carly!” Heather calls out. I turn back to find a phone cradled between her head and her shoulder as she waves me over. “You’ve got a call, hun.” Strange. I pull my cell out to check once more. No missed calls. I wonder who it is.


  “I better get that.” I smile at Jen. She pulls me in for a quick hug.


  “We’ll catch up later. I should get to work, anyway. Love you, girl!” Jenny walks away and I head back to the nurses’ station. Heather hands me the phone and I lean over the desk to rest the speaker over my ear.


  “Carly Reynolds speaking.” The line crackles and I push the phone tighter against my head. Silence stretches. I try once more. “This is Carly speaking. How can I help you?”


  “Hello.” The familiar gravel baritone sends chills down my spine and I drop the phone; the plastic shell clatters to the desk. My heart hammers in my chest and I struggle for breath. The room spins.


  “Carly. Carly, hun, you okay? You’re white as a ghost.” Heather rushes around the desk and grips my arm. She pulls me to sit in an empty chair. I resist the urge to throw up. “Breathe. Just take deep breaths. Is everything okay? The boys aren’t hurt, are they?” My boys. I shoot to my feet. I need to get to Eli and Ezra.


  “Sorry. I’ve got to go. Heather, if anyone calls here for me again do not give them any information, okay?” She nods. A worried frown fills her face.


  “You know I wouldn’t, hun. You sure you’re good to drive?”


  “I’m fine.” I’m not, though. I turn and race down the hallway, thankful it’s still early enough not to be crowded full of visitors. Pushing out a side exit, I shove the door with all my force, only it doesn’t fully open. A pained grunt sounds instead. A man dressed in scrubs pulls the door the rest of the way open. One hand covers his face. I don’t recognize him, but a great many people work in this hospital.


  “Shit, you really got me there.” His eyes blink rapidly, and though I can’t see all his features, his ice blue stare pulls my attention.


  “Oh my goodness, I’m sorry. I’m in a rush and I didn’t see you. Are you hurt?” It’s then I notice the blood start to drip from his hands. “Oh, crap. I think you’re bleeding.”


  “You think? You sure you made it through med school with those deduction skills?” He jokes and pulls his hand from his face. Even though blood trickles down his frowning face, he’s very handsome. And young. And with a full head of hair. This must be Hottie Doc, or whatever they call him.


  “Well, I didn’t go to med school, so there’s that.” I pull several clean tissues from my bag and place them firmly over his nostrils. “I did graduate nursing school, so you’re in good hands.”


  He moves to hold the tissues in place and our hands brush in the exchange. His eyes widen and goosebumps run down my arms at the contact. I instinctively pull away. “I’m sorry, I’ve got to go.”


  I brush past him, careful not to touch again. My hands tingle from where he grazed them and I chastise myself for getting caught up with a stranger at a time like this. I need to get to the boys’ school. See them with my own eyes. Touch them. Only then will I have any chance of getting sleep. I unlock my trusty Camry, tossing my bag in first before sliding in. The cool crisp October morning signals the best Arizona weather is just around the corner.


  I take care at each turn and light, refusing to give thought to the earlier phone call lest I get in an accident. My body is tight, muscles taut, and I have to remind myself to inhale.


  The boys’ school comes into view and I pull up to the red painted curb and throw my car into park. I don’t give a damn that it’s illegal. I run to the door and press the button to be buzzed inside.


  “ID and name, please,” the scratchy voice calls from the speaker. I flip open my wallet, slide the license from its clear plastic holder, and lift it to the tiny camera. “Carly Reynolds, for Ezra and Eli.” The seconds tick by like hours until finally there is a loud click from the door. I reach out and pull it wide.


  “Mrs. Reynolds, what can I do for you? Are you here to volunteer in one of the classrooms?” The receptionist smiles.


  “No. Actually, I’m here to hug them.”


  “Hug them? Mrs. Reynolds, surely you realize we can’t pull children out of class for that sort of thing. It disrupts their morning.” She pins me with a patronizing stare.


  “Yes, I do. But I don’t care. They’re my children and I need to see them immediately. I also need to speak with the principal before I leave.”


  “Well, Mrs. Bell is in a meeting. I’ll have to get back to you to arrange a time in her schedule.” She pulls the phone to her ear and calls each of the boys’ teachers, then requests my sons come to the office. When she replaces the receiver in its cradle I step to the edge of her desk.


  “I will not leave until I speak with Mrs. Bell. I’ll sit here all damn day if I have to.” My patience is thin. I’m sleep deprived, and the mama bear inside has been woken from her den. No curly haired, middle-aged secretary will stand in the way of protecting my cubs.


  “Are you threatening me, Mrs. Reynolds?” She gasps and rolls her chair away. My boys come into view and I drop to my knees.


  “Mama!” they squeal and I open my arms, catching their hugs. I squeeze my eyes shut as tears threaten. I refuse to cry in front of them. My entire being settles. A feeling of peace consumes the worries from before. They’re safe.


  I open my eyes and meet the accusing gaze of Ms. Gatekeeper. “No.” I murmur. “Not a threat. A promise.”
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  KACEY SHEA is pen name to a mom of three, wife, and part-time bookkeeper who resides in sunny Arizona. She enjoys reading and writing romance novels as much as her son loves unicorns, which is a lot.


  When she's not writing you will find her playing taxi cab to her children while belting out her favorite tunes, meeting friends or family for food and to share laughs, or sweating it out in the gym. Kacey finds that picking up heavy weights repeatedly is good for her mental health as much as it is for the physical.


  She has an unhealthy obsession with firefighters. It could be the pants. It could be the fire. It's just hot. On occasion she has been known to include them, without their knowledge, in her selfies outside the grocery store.


  Kacey one day aspires be a woman hand model in a sexy photo shoot. You know, the woman's hand raking across the muscular back or six pack stomach of the male fitness model. Yep, that hand.


  Until that day comes she will continue writing sexy, flirty romance novels in hopes to bring others joy!


  Kacey enjoys interacting with her fans so please feel free to stalk her on Facebook, Instagram or Twitter.
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