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I am Cord Taylor. A man’s man. A bro. A pal. A dude.

And I love women.

The way they walk. The way they smell. Taste. Feel against my skin. How they crave touch, almost more than horny men do. How they look at you when you say something they weren’t expecting to hear. The way they glow when they’re laughing. How they want to be loved; how often they want to give love even more.

Most of all, I respect women, and that started at home.

My oldest friends—Nolan and Reuben—and I grew up much the same way, and we’ve done damn well for ourselves, despite that two thirds of us didn’t really have a male role model. My dad split early. Reub knew his, but only every other weekend, a few weeks in the summer, and every other holiday. Nolan was the lucky one out of the bunch. He had a whole family under one roof—and then some.

Don’t misunderstand. My mom gave me everything I needed. One hundred percent. That’s what I want to give to the woman of my future.

Everything.

Am I a saint? Far from it.

Do I date a lot of women, who I’ll never have a lasting relationship with? You’re damn right.

I date them all. Shy. Loud. Too busy. Lonely. High maintenance. No confidence. No filter. Bad habits. Naive. Beautiful ones. Pretty ones—and believe me, there is a difference. I prefer pretty myself, but that’s another soap box. Point is, I don’t discriminate. I see a woman who looks like she needs a nice date, a good time, and I provide her with it.

What do I get out of it? Knowledge.

So far, at thirty-two years old, I’d like to say I’ve learned a lot.

When I meet the perfect woman for me, I want to be prepared, adept, and ready.

You don’t skip from kindergarten to grad school. You progress. Pick things up as you go. What better way to get to know my future wife—while I’m waiting for her—than by educating myself about the fairer sex the best way I can.

They are strange creatures, women, and I can usually tell after a few minutes the level of future interest I’ll have in a date. Chemistry is where it’s at. Maybe it’s a gift I have, to read people. Maybe I’m a smug prick. Reuben says I’m the pickiest motherfucker he knows, but I’ll recognize when it’s her.

I’m not pushy with the women I date. If I’m out with someone, and things are feeling good, and she initiates something casual—physically—I’m only too happy to oblige. I can’t help myself. Like I said, I love women, but I don’t initiate sex—especially when I know I don’t plan on seeing them again. I won’t woo and promise things that aren’t coming. It’s not rewarding to me, and I do just fine without phony incentives.

I enjoy making women feel beautiful and special. Not for sex or to gain some reputation, but because—when it all boils down—I don’t ever want to miss out on her.

The one.

I won’t be the guy at eighty, sitting on a park bench alone, wondering why I’m alone. I might find her today. I might find her a few years from now. I won’t quit looking. Because when I find her, I’ll be certain, and I’ll never have to feel like I didn’t give her the best me I could.

I’m Cord Taylor, and, lady of my dreams, I’m coming for you.
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I stood between my truck and a crooked Kia Soul behind the Bean Bag, a coffee shop I owned, talking on the phone with Nolan before I went in.

“Dude, I told you they were getting too serious. You need to talk to Trevor. He’s only seventeen.” Sure, Trevor wasn’t my kid, but you could have even asked him—he pretty much had three dads. More than that, he worked for me. Then again, so did his girlfriend, Mia.

Don’t get me wrong, she was a good girl. I’d hired her, too.

Nevertheless, blowing off an important test so she wouldn’t miss hers, wasn’t something I was ready for him to do. If that meant I had to pull a shift at one of my small businesses—then so be it. How hard could it be?

“I did talk to him. So did his mother.”

We all got along with Trevor’s mom, Shauna, even though Nolan wasn’t with her anymore. They didn’t work out as husband and wife, but Nolan and Shauna had done a great job raising Trevor together.

Hell, we were all only fifteen when he was born. It took a village.

“And another thing, Nolan, teach the kid how to park, for crying out loud.” Trevor’s bright orange car looked like it had been parked by a blind armless person. I looked in his driver’s side window. At least he was keeping it clean. “I’ll talk to you later. I’m going inside.”

“Wait. I want to hear about the chick from last night.”

I stopped in my tracks, my hand on the doorknob, when he reminded me of the whole reason he called in the first place.

“I’ll tell you about it later.” There wasn’t anything to tell. Clare, my date from the night before, had a nasty habit of biting her nails, and, at twenty-seven, she still thought baby talk was cute. Or sexy. Or something, but it most definitely wasn’t. We’d had dinner, and that was it. I just wanted to drive Nolan, the nosy pain-in-the-ass, crazy.

“You’re a dick.”

Mission accomplished. I chuckled as I pulled open the steel door at the back of the coffee shop.

Of all my businesses, I loved being at this one the most. Ironically, it was the one I had to manage the least and, therefore, rarely got to visit like I would’ve preferred.

“I’m hanging up. I’ve got to knock some sense into your son.”

The smell of coffee beans nearly knocked me down as I walked through the stock room, and it only got stronger as I passed the empty office on my way out to the counter. It was always crazy how strong the scent seemed after I’d been away for a month or so.

Trevor tore a receipt off the register and thanked a customer with a smile. He was actually a damn good kid.

“What are you doing here?” I asked. The bell rang above the front door, signaling the customer was probably gone. I wasn’t certain from where I stood in the narrow pass-through between the counter and the back of the shop, but it sounded pretty quiet out front.

“Hey, Cord. And what does it look like?” He rinsed a few things in the sink but turned his head toward me when he spoke. “What are you doing here?”

Total smart ass. He got that from his knucklehead dad.

“I thought you had an SAT test today.” I leaned against the wall and crossed my arms. It seemed like a big, tough guy thing to do.

“They have other dates open, and I’ll take it later.”

Later my ass.

“Where’s everyone else?”

“Andrea and Brian are out of town this weekend,” he answered.

“And Jodi?” The other full-time woman who worked there.

He shrugged. “Called in. Sick kid.”

“And that leaves Mia, who’s taking the SAT. Why didn’t you call me?”

Sure, I hadn’t worked in the coffee shop since college, but I could manage just fine for a shift or a few hours. I did own the damn thing.

“Are you serious?” Wiping his hands on his apron, he walked closer to me laughing and shaking his head. “You can’t handle this place on your own.”

“Well, I guess we’ll see about that.” My watch showed he still had plenty of time to make it.

Before I came in, I’d prepared to let Trevor have it for taking Mia’s shift—because that’s what I had assumed was the whole story. Actually, he was just going the extra mile at work, and not just being a foolish seventeen-year-old like I’d first thought.

I couldn’t be too hard on him. So many kids his age didn’t give a shit about responsibilities, and here he was taking care of my store when shit hit the fan.

See? I told you. Good kid. I’d like to think he gets his work ethic from me.

“You’re going to stay here while I go take the test?” Mirroring me, Trevor crossed his arms over his chest. He didn’t think I could do it, but it wasn’t like I had no experience at all.

“Believe it or not, it doesn’t take a Nobel Prize to make coffee. I worked here when you were still wearing Pampers, bro.”

Trevor’s face said he wasn’t so sure, but he didn’t argue. Instead, he took a deep breath and seemed relieved. “Okay. Awesome.” He looked at the clock as he untied the brown apron and tossed it at me. “I’ll go take it, then come right back. Are you sure you can do this?” he asked as he walked sideways toward the back exit.

“Trevor,” I warned. “Go take the fucking test.”

“I owe you one,” he barked as he pushed the heavy steel door open. “Thanks, Cord.”

“You can pay me back by learning how to park!” I yelled before the door slammed shut, even though he was long gone.

I wasn’t putting on his damn apron. The jeans and t-shirt I wore could survive whatever I threw at them. Had I been wearing something nicer, I might have considered the stupid thing. Trevor hadn’t looked that dumb wearing the smock, but he also had a boy bun—or a rooster’s nest or a cock knot or whatever the hell hipsters called them—and there was no way in fucking hell I’d ever try one of those either.

It turned out I’d arrived during the calm before the storm, and then the coffee shop got rushed. The cranky pre-caffs were asshole to elbow. There were times when I wondered if Trevor hadn’t been right—that I couldn’t handle it on my own.

It was like war. Children screaming. Coffee grounds everywhere. People shouted for mocha-choca-frappe-whipped-up-lattes, and about thirty other fucking drinks I didn’t know how to make. Surely, they made up half of them on the spot just to see me scramble. I thought it was never going to end.

Didn’t anyone just drink coffee anymore?

Yet, I made a fair amount of money from people who wanted something more than just coffee, and I’d like to think of myself as a problem solver. So I came up with a solution, and I did the best I could do—which wasn’t that great.

“If you’ll take a regular hot, black coffee, then you can have it for free,” I repeated for the millionth time. I don’t think I adequately conveyed just how fucking bad it was in there. I was a desperate man.

“Sure,” a guy wearing thickly framed glasses said. “I like it black anyway.” Tight Jeans had gone from an iced caramel macchiato with soy to a regular coffee.

What a shame. No one was even around to pat him on the back or tell him if he was cool or not.

How progressive.

Maybe my annoyance was just another sign that I was getting older.

Soon, the rush was gone, and, aside from two younger girls in a booth who looked like they were studying, the place was pretty much cleared out.

After wiping up my messes and straightening up the tables, I went in back to get more cream from the big refrigerator and grab a few sleeves of large insulated cups. The stock room was basically the same as it had been when I worked there.

I guessed if it wasn’t broke, why fix it, right?

How long ago had that been? Eight or ten years? Time had flown by.

A few years after college, I bought The Bean Bag. It had seemed like the right move when the old owners were selling cheap to move south to be with their kids. It was my first business and my first big purchase. My first real loan. My first employees. My first taste of success.

The Bean Bag, small and unassuming as it was, proved I could do it. With that confidence, I didn’t stop. Shortly after I took ownership of it, I left the real estate development company I was working for and started my second business. My own small—at the time—property development firm, Taylor Properties.

As I loaded my arms with supplies, I considered opening another coffee shop location. Maybe closer to the college. If Trevor stayed around Kansas City for school, I could buy a storefront close to his campus.

Thinking about the future, walking behind the wall of retail things, which blocked off the back room from the patrons, I heard a woman on the phone. Normally, I wasn’t one to eavesdrop, but what she said got my attention.

I paused to hear her out.

“Bec, it’s not that complicated. Is it too much to ask for a guy who can kiss like a playboy and who will also hold my hand when we walk down the street? Someone who will answer the door when the takeout arrives so I don’t have to put a bra on—a mutually beneficial thing I might add. Someone to watch Netflix with, someone worth not binging ahead when they aren’t there to watch too. I’m talking about a man who will take me out on the town, wine me, dine me, fuck my brains out, then still be willing to introduce me to his friends. You know?”

I sure as shit did.

There were guys out there like that. I didn’t think of myself as one—not yet anyway—but there were good guys out there. Reuben was a guy like that, but he was getting married. Nolan was kind of like that, but he was focused on his son most of the time.

Maybe I could help her—I was especially interested in the wining, dining, and brain fucking portion of her monologue.

She laughed on the other side of the wall of shelves, unaware that I was listening behind it, but I couldn’t stop myself. She sounded smart and sarcastic, both qualities I have a weakness for. Brains and wit… and single.

And her laugh made me smile.

“Exactly,” she exclaimed. “I want some of that. Stability and passion. Loyalty and lust. Hell, I just want a relationship, not another damn date. I’m really done with guys like Cameron. I’m serious this time.”

I wholeheartedly agreed with her on one key point. Fuck that Cameron guy.

I wondered to myself if she realized she’d probably have to trudge through at least a few more dates before a guy would want to do any of that shit. Seriously, even as fun as it sounded, braless takeout wasn’t really a first date kind of thing.

Did all women think it happened like that? Meet—bam—love?

I’m not saying that it never happened or that it was impossible, but not everyone gets love at first sight. Not everyone bumps into their soulmate on the subway.

Life was more complicated than it was in the movies, where their eyes meet for the first time, and fireworks go off in the background. Somewhere music plays, probably some stupid Celine Dion song. The air breathes easier. The sun is hot as hell. Off in the distance fuzzy woodland animals frolicked and shit like that.

That’s the fantasy, right? Kismet, that one in a million flicker inside.

Then, bam. I’ll be damned if it didn’t happen to me.

I rounded the corner, and the vivacious voice belonged to a goddess. Long, wavy auburn hair that I could picture running my fingers through. Big expressive blue eyes. Lips. Oh, my God. Those fucking lips. She was wearing a knee-length trench coat, which I immediately imagined was hiding a wickedly naked body underneath.

The bitter aroma of coffee turned sweet, the Muzak played another goddamn Adele song, and I froze.

She was talking to me, but all I could hear were the motherfucking fireworks.




[image: ]

[image: ]

 

 

[image: ]

 

“Where’s Jodi?” I asked again, but the dude was zoned out.

He was holding two full gallons of milk and some cups so I assumed he worked there, but I’d never seen him at The Bean Bag before. Also, he looked about my age—not that there was anything wrong with a middle-aged man working in a coffee shop. I just wasn’t expecting it. You know?

Especially not a man like him. Tall. Handsome as the devil. Built to sinful perfection.

Besides, if he’d just started working there, Jodi would have told me about him.

Him with those strong arms.

Him with that square jaw.

Albeit, he seemed a little slow at the moment, which only reaffirmed my new-found credence of: Even if a man is super sexy, that didn’t equate with super right for me. The bar I’d set for attraction was lowering by the minute, and the guy was so fine that my brain immediately disqualified him from being a viable prospect.

Because, as of that week, I was officially done with too-hot guys.

I was newly reformed, and the temptation was still strong and getting stronger. If Jodi wasn’t there, then I needed to get the hell out of the coffee shop.

My experiences with attractive men were all disasters. Let me clarify: I was a disaster. My love life—or lack thereof—was an even bigger disaster. FEMA couldn’t even help clean up my relationship status.

I was going to get my coffee and fuck off before I did something stupid—like flirt. First, I had to get his attention, but it was like I was invisible or something.

I waved my right hand higher in the air before his stupid, perfect jawline. “Hello? Anyone home?”

The guy blinked a few times at my hand, which was flapping in his face, and shook his head.

He was so tall, so lofty, and I wanted to climb him like Mount Everest.

Dana, slow your roll. You’d have better odds with the damn mountain.

I asked again, only slower, “Where’s … Jodi?”

He rubbed the ball of his cleanly-shaved chin, but still seemed confused. “Jodi who?” Deep brown eyes squinted into mine, and I concentrated on the wall behind him. I didn’t have time to be getting sucked up into some sexy brown eyes at the coffee shop.

That was the Old Dana.

“Jodi, who works here every other Saturday. Jodi, my sister.” I lifted my hand once more. “About this tall. Brown hair. Says shit a lot. Ringing any bells?” I’d already been there too long, said too much.

I’d forgotten Becca was still on the phone, and her giggle reminded me.

“Jodi. Yeah, Jodi. No. Um. She’s not here today. I’m here.” He took a few steps away and unloaded the supplies onto the counter, but his eyes didn’t leave me.

I averted his gaze. I wasn’t falling for that shit. Not anymore. Not again. Not New Dana.

“I can see that,” I said to him. Then I asked into my phone, “Have you talked to Jodi today?”

Becca answered, “No, but I talked to her last night, and Max was running a low fever. She might have called in.”

“Okay, I’ll talk to you later.” I quietly ended the call and watched the guy behind the counter through my lashes as I pretended to look at my phone, deciding if I should just get the fuck out of there without even ordering.

I needed coffee—so it was tempting to stay.

Thank the Lord, there was another shop a few blocks from my apartment. I’d go there with the hopes that it wouldn’t have a hot guy who I’d be defenseless around. I took a few strides down the side of the counter, then casually turned around. Stepping around the tables, I strolled my way to the door.

“Hey, where are you going?”

My eyes pinched shut, busted only feet from freedom. Why did his voice have to be so deep that it sent a shiver down my spine?

Because you’re shallow as fuck, Dana. You’re a hot guy addict.

“Didn’t you want a drink?”

I turned at the waist and gave him a contrite smile. No teeth. “That’s okay. I’m in a hurry anyway.” I pointed to the door over my shoulder. “I’ll just go.”

“No. Don’t,” he argued. “It’s on me. Whatever you want.”

What woman in her right mind doesn’t love hearing a fine man tell her not to go? When you add free coffee to the mix, it’s nearly impossible to ignore. Plus, it was early. I was still a grouch.

I surrendered and marched back, nearly laughing out loud because his shirt looked like most of the drinks had been literally on him. He was kind of a mess. Besides, I needed coffee, in the worst way, and was already there. What could it hurt?

The guy was slightly awkward, so maybe he wouldn’t pose a real threat to my new policy on sexy men—well, as long as I didn’t look at him.

“Okay,” I relented. “May I have a large black coffee?”

“Black coffee?” he repeated but didn’t move.

I dug through my purse looking for the few dollar bills I’d thrown in there after a cab ride I took the last time I’d used that purse. The taxi I had taken right after I broke things off with the last handsome guy—the Last Ken Doll. I was sure they were still in there.

Admittedly, I knew that all handsome men weren’t assholes. However, for me, the last three were.

Okay. Four. Okay. Five. What could I say? I had an addiction.

So I kept my eyes down.

“Well, black, but I’ll put cinnamon in it, and that’s out here.”

“I can do that,” he answered and got to it, facing away from me. Eventually, after three long, painful seconds, I gave in and looked at his ass.

Then, I bit my lip to the point of pain. Damn.

Dana, get a grip. No more hot guys. You’re on the wagon, and it’s only been a week.

When he turned around, I returned to rummaging through my bag.

“What do I owe you?” I asked, staring at the bills in hand.

“It’s free. Well, I mean just the tip,” he replied.

Just the tip? What the hell?

I hadn’t heard a guy ask for just the tip since high school.

I’d been with assholes before, but I didn’t even know this guy, and he was expecting sex in exchange for coffee? This was exactly the reason I was done with men who were too-hot. They’re dicks!

“Excuse me?” I asked, offended.

“No, no, no,” he corrected and cleared his throat. “Nothing for the coffee, but you can leave a tip—for the barista I’m filling in for.”

My eyes finally landed directly on his—which was something I’d fought not to do—and my mouth went dry.

He looked down to the tip jar beside my bag and grinned. “A tip.”

Put money in the jar, dumbass.

“You survived,” I heard from off to the side. “Oh, hey Dana,” said Trevor, the young guy who sometimes worked with Jodi on Saturdays.

The tower of a man next to the register nodded to Trevor. “The tips are his.”

I swear I was so stupid sometimes. “Of course,” I answered and slipped the bills into the container.

“Thanks again for covering for me, Cord. I think I nailed it.” Trevor spoke excitedly. What he said caught the guy’s full attention, so I picked up the coffee and decided to skip the cinnamon. Becca probably had some at her place anyway.

They were talking, and it felt like the right time to get out.

“Thanks for the coffee,” I muttered a few steps away, because I still had manners, but hoped I wasn’t heard.

Mission: Gingerly Walk Off Unnoticed failed beside the trash can at the door.

“See you, Dana,” Trevor called in my direction, but I only lifted an arm to silently wave goodbye as I took the first sip of my coffee and walked out on the street.
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When I got to Becca’s, the place looked like a bomb had hit it, and I understood why she’d suggested the coffee shop instead. Not only was it convenient because Jodi was usually there, and we didn’t get to see her as much anymore, but Becca’s apartment was a wreck from packing to move.

“Jodi is going to Skype us when Max falls back to sleep,” she said as she walked back to her bedroom. “I called her when we hung up, my laptop is back here. Come on.”

I followed her down the hall, which was already bare. It looked weird not seeing all her frames lining the short hall anymore. “I can’t believe you’re really getting married.”

“I can’t believe I found a pair of nude Michael Kors pumps in my closet with the tag still on them.” She plopped down on her bed. “Wonders will never cease.”

Her lease was up, and even though the wedding was still a few months off, Becca and her fiancé, Reuben, had already bought a townhouse. They were taking the plunge and moving in together.

I shrugged out of my coat and accepted the look she gave me.

I might have technically broken things off with Cameron, the Last Official Ken Doll, but I was still wearing last night’s dress, and she knew it.

Okay. Okay. I still slept with him. For old time’s sake. One for the road, as they say.

Whatever. It didn’t change anything, and it didn’t matter. Karma avenged. I didn’t even get off, fell asleep right after, and then I ducked out before he woke up. I hadn’t even been home.

If it weren’t for the important wedding meeting Jodi and I were supposed to have with Bec at the coffee shop, I would have been in a hot shower already, scrubbing off my shame.

Additionally, I wouldn’t have run into the weird too-hot guy who I was still thinking about. Damn, I was really winning at life.

Her laptop chimed with the incoming Skype, and Becca got it set up.

“You there?” she asked and positioned it so that we were both in view.

“Yeah, I’m here,” my step-sister answered.

“How’s Max?” I asked.

“He’s fine. His fever finally broke. It was just a long night.” Even though it’s damn near impossible to look good over Skype, she looked really tired. “What are you wearing?” she asked and leaned forward to see better.

Becca cocked an eyebrow and answered for me. “Oh, she broke things back on with Cameron.” They shared a look, and it irritated me.

Jodi inquired, “One for the road, huh?”

Then, the pair of bitches laughed at my expense. I hated that they knew me so well, but it was my fault for always telling them everything. New Dana would also be keeping her lips zipped.

“Oh, shut the fuck up,” I argued. “It wasn’t even worth it.” I knew I was going to pay for it, but I had to ask anyway. “Who was the guy working at the Bean Bag for you this morning?”

Her nose bunched. “Trevor?”

“No, Trevor was gone. It was some other guy.”

“What did he look like?”

“Well, let’s see. He’s tall. Light brownish, sandy-blond short hair. Kind of messy on top. Brown eyes. Big arms. Broad, strong shoulders.” Describing him was nearly hypnotizing, and my voice sounded more and more dazed as I listed. “Great ass. Cut jaw line. Probably a pair of those fucking hip-vee-things.”

“Shit. Are you talking about the owner?” my sister asked. “Cord was there?”

The owner?

Becca shifted on the bed to look at me. “You know him,” she claimed. “Cord Taylor.”

I certainly did not know him. I would have remembered him. He was exactly my type. Well, the Old Dana type. He’d behaved weirdly though. Most of the men who looked like him didn’t act like he had.

Although, he did pay for my drink. So maybe it was just me who was off that morning.

“I have never met that guy,” I insisted. “Why would I know the owner of your coffee shop?”

“I can’t believe you don’t know him,” Becca said. “How is that even possible?”

What the hell was going on?

I argued, “It just is. Besides, how in the hell do you know him?” Becca didn’t work there, she worked with me at the college.

“He’s Reuben’s best friend.”

Uh.

“Get the fuck out of here,” I shouted and shoved her into the pillows at the headboard. “He’s your fiancé’s best friend, and you work for him? Why didn’t you tell me about him?” Through the laptop, I pointed a finger at my sister. Well, step-sister since she was being a twat. “Why didn’t you warn me?”

Becca kicked my thigh and howled into her pillow.

“Dana, I had no idea he’d be there, and I didn’t expect to call off work—I certainly didn’t want Max to be sick. I had no idea Cord would be at the shop.” She paused.

Becca reached an arm out for me to help pull her up. Apparently, giggling fits really take it out of bitchasses.

Jodi finally added. “Shit. Trevor and Mia had SATs.”

“Well, I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about, but I know one thing—I can’t be around him, not if I’m giving up on hot guys.”

Jodi groaned. “You’re so melodramatic. Don’t you have any self-control?”

The answer was no—I really didn’t.

I knew first hand that the Last Ken Doll had wandering hands. Before we started dating, he’d tried to let them wander on me. I was strong enough to say no when he had a girlfriend. But, when I found out he was single, and we ran into each other again, I had no defense.

Where did that get me?

After three months of seeing each other, I caught him out with another girl. Of course, he didn’t know that I saw them, but I had.

They deserved one another though. I’d since seen her with someone else too, so whatever.

The point was: I could do better than some guy who looked good but fooled around on me. For that reason, and many others, I’d decided no more too-hot guys.

Only average guys, maybe above average. No. Just plain average.

Which meant, I couldn’t be around Cord Taylor if it was avoidable. I wasn’t sure he’d ever be interested in me or if he was single, but he hadn’t been wearing a wedding ring. I only knew that whatever my future had in store, it did not include him.

“I have self-control,” I defended, weakly.

“No, you don’t,” they said in unison.

“He probably has a girlfriend anyway.” It was like I couldn’t stop. Why was I even thinking about it?

“No, he doesn’t. Cord’s a bachelor. He’s been to dinner a few times with Reuben and me, then he always goes out after, but he never brings a date. Reub says he’s a ladies’ man.”

He fit the bill. I wasn’t the only woman out on the market who had a penchant for fine men.

“Let’s drop it. He’s hot, but I’m not interested in hot anymore. In fact, the plainer the better. I’ll just make sure Jodi is working next time I go to the coffee shop.”

Becca nagged, “Who are you kidding? You won’t be able to stay away now.”

The more we talked about him, the more I thought about him, which was something I didn’t want to do.

“Whatever. Forget about Cord Taylor. We’re all here—kind of—so let’s talk about wedding shit.”

Becca’s face indicated I was missing something, then her mouth confirmed it. “Well, you’re going to have to figure it out, because Cord will be at all the wedding shit.”

There it was: I was fucked.

Wait. No. No fucking.
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“Where is Jodi’s phone number?” I yelled at Trevor from the office. I’d planned on leaving right after he got back, but it got busy again, so I stayed to help him out. He didn’t appreciate my free coffee special, but he didn’t complain about all the tips he’d made because of it.

His slender frame leaned against the doorway of the office, but he didn’t come inside so he could keep an eye on the counter.

“She couldn’t help it that her kid was sick, Cord,” he explained sympathetically, arms crossed over his chest.

One of the chair’s wheel screeched as I pushed away from the desk. “What kind of prick do you think I am? She’s not in trouble. That woman who was here when you got back …”

“Dana …” he offered.

“Yeah, Dana. She’s Jodi’s sister.”

“And?” His tone was one of an adult speaking to a child.

“And I want to find out about her.”

He grimaced. “That’s so fucking lame, man. Calling her sister? Really?”

Trevor was seventeen, what could he possibly know? I’d been doing just fine with women since long before he was even born.

I closed the top drawer of the desk, after not finding anything in there anyway. “There’s nothing wrong with calling Jodi to ask her a few things, and quit saying fuck.”

When his head shook, the funny little bun on top of it swayed. “Maybe not, but you could just talk to Reuben instead. Dana’s friends with him and Becca, too, I think. She comes in with Becca sometimes when Jodi’s working.”

How in the hell did everyone in my life know this woman except me?

How had I never met her before?

He leaned back and waved at someone. “Thanks for coming in to help me today, but I’ll be fine until Mia gets here in a little while. Dad’s out front.”

I smarted off. “Does he know her too?”

He smacked the doorframe. “I don’t know, Cord. I don’t get what the big deal is. You go out with lots of women. Just pissed you missed one?” If it wasn’t for his face pinching like he knew he might have gone too far, I would have put him in a headlock and fucked up his bun.

Well, that and he wasn’t completely wrong.

But none of the women I’d dated in the past had her eyes. That laugh. All that red hair. Her lips—son of a bitch, those lips.

The things I’d like to do to them.

The things I’d like them to do to me.

Mercy.

“She just caught my attention. That’s all.” The chair rolled against the filing cabinet as I stood. “How did you guys do on the test?” I walked to the front of the shop with him.

“I don’t know. We didn’t really get to talk, and she finished first and left. She sent me a text saying she’d be here in about an hour. I hope she did well, but tests really freak her out.” It was obvious the feelings he had for his high school girlfriend ran deeper than any I’d ever had as an adult.

“There you are,” bitched Nolan. “Don’t you answer your phone?”

I pulled it out of my back pocket seeing that I had a few missed calls, mostly from him and my mother. It was already after three.

“Are we watching the fight at my place, yours, or the bar?”

I’d forgotten all about it, and I didn’t really care either way. I answered, “I’ve got beer.”

He snapped his fingers and pointed at me. “Perfect. You and Mia want to come by Cord’s and watch it with us later?” Nolan asked his son.

Trevor had always spent half his time at Nolan’s, but now that he had Mia, he wasn’t spending much time with anyone else.

“Nah, we’re both working tomorrow, too. We’ll probably just watch a movie at her place,” he answered and wrung out a cloth.

“Fine. Be home by one.” He lowered his voice, and I could predict what was coming. “And Trev, do your old man a favor—“

“I know, Dad. Wear a condom. Even if we are having sex—and I’m not saying we are because it’s not your business—I’m not as dumb as you,” he teased.

“This kid,” Nolan grumbled to me like I didn’t already know.
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“Are you coming over to watch Page whoop some ass or not?” I asked Reuben over the phone before Nolan and I ordered food.

“Nah, I’m still packing. Movers are coming on Monday. Where in the fuck did I get all of this shit?” He was complaining, but I knew how excited he was.

“You never throw anything away. You probably have your first porno mag and the gym sock you blew the load into.”

“That’s not a joke. I still have that Hustler.”

I slapped the counter. “Dammit. I wanted you to come over so I could ask you about Dana.”

“Dana?” he countered. “What do you want to know about her?”

“Well, she came into the coffee shop and I…”

He cut me off. “Oh, no. No. No. No. She’s Becca’s best friend, and she’s off limits.”

Off limits. That certainly didn’t help to pale her allure.

If he wasn’t coming over, at least I could dig for a few things while I had him on the phone. “Why? Is she seeing someone?”

“Cord. No. Just no.”

I switched the phone to the other ear and pointed to the number six on the Chinese menu that Nolan was holding up in front of me. “Don’t tell me no, man. If she’s with someone fine. If she’s not, I want her number.”

“Come on. Can’t you just go out with someone else?”

I didn’t see the problem. It wasn’t like I was some dick who was awful to women. He added, “At least until after the wedding.”

That’s right. The wedding. Even if he didn’t give me her number, our paths would be crossing again.

I reasoned, “I’m not that bad, Reub.”

“Yeah, well you don’t really date women for very long either. You never take the time to get to know them. Hello, Bridget from my office, case in point. No offense man, but if you see her, then it doesn’t work out—and considering you’ve been playing this catch and release game for over a decade—it won’t. What happens if it gets awkward before the wedding? It will stress Becca the fuck out, and she already has enough going on. Seriously. Not her. Not now.”

I saw his point, but I didn’t like it.

Besides, Bridget was a poor example. She was a nice woman, but we had nothing in common. She was constantly taking selfies. Also, she had this huge-ass purse that drove me nuts for some reason. Who needs that much shit just to go to dinner? I never guessed she’d be so upset when I broke things off after a few dates, but I didn’t see the point in stringing someone along when I knew she wasn’t right for me—or me for her, for that matter.

“What if I do want to get to know her?”

Nolan was finished ordering and took a seat next to me at the bar in my basement. While he drank his beer, he listened to every word as we talked on speakerphone.

Reuben answered my question with his own. “How did you even meet her? I’ve been trying to keep you too separated.”

Motherfucker. That stung. “You what? Why would you do that?”

“Because. Look at her. She’s gorgeous, and you’re you. I knew this was going to happen.” He groaned on the other end of the line.

“Well, I met her at the Bean Bag. I can’t believe you think I’m that bad. I’m good to women. You act like I’m some dickhead.” I nodded as I gave him my argument, and Nolan quietly humored me, nodding too.

“Yeah, well you go through them like breath mints. Beautiful ones. Successful ones. Sweet ones. Funny ones. I just can’t risk it. She can’t be another Bridget who I have to deal with when you move along. You’re not a bad dude—you know I don’t think that—but have you ever thought that you’re just not going to find this perfect woman? That you’re looking for something that just isn’t out there?”

Bullshit. She was out there. “What if I found her?”

He outright laughed at me, and Nolan joined him. “What? You talked to her for three minutes at the coffee shop? Now she—of all the women in the world—is the one you’ve been looking for? Come on, Cord.”

Why did he always have to be so damn … right? I supposed that’s what made him such a good attorney. The odds weren’t in my favor.

“Well, I don’t know, but I’d like to at least find out.”

After a few long seconds, which I would guess he spent pacing like he usually did when we argued, he sighed and relented. “You know what? If she’s that perfect, if she’s the elusive unicorn you’ve been chasing all these years, then she’ll still be around after we get married. It’s only a few months. You’re both in the wedding, and there’s nothing I can do about that. You’ll have to be around each other anyway. But just talk to her, get to know her a little. Then, when the wedding is over, if you still want to see her, ask her out then. Just give it some time, man. For me.”

Reub didn’t ask me for much. Hell, he didn’t even ask us to help him move, having chosen to hire movers so that he wouldn’t inconvenience us. He’d been my friend for over twenty-five years. We were business partners on top of that. The three of us were as close as brothers. Maybe closer. If it wasn’t important to him, then he wouldn’t have been so insistent about it.

All he wanted was for me to wait until after the wedding, so I guessed I could do it. Considering how out of my mind I’d acted that morning with her, it might even be better that way.

“Okay, fine,” I conceded. “But Reub, same goes for Nolan, right? If he wanted to get her number, would you give it to him?” I asked, hoping it would lighten the mood.

Nolan perked up waiting for his answer.

“Nolan with Dana?” Reuben chuckled. “You’ve seen her right? He wouldn’t have a chance.”

Nolan bristled, like Nolan often did when we gave him shit. “Fuck you guys,” he fired off almost automatically, then recovered. “Is Dana the one with the red hair?” The look on his face told me he’d seen her before, too.

“Yeah, that’s her,” Reuben answered.

Nolan spoke toward the phone and held his beer like he was about to take a long drink. “You’re right. She’s out of my league.”

A laugh came through the speaker of my cell. “Don’t worry, man. She’s out of Cord’s league, too. He just doesn’t realize it yet.”

The competitive side of me was dying to come back with some asshole comment, but I’d made my mind up. If it would lighten my friend’s load, I wouldn’t make a move until after their wedding.

I glanced over my shoulder and saw that the pay-per-view was starting up.

“The fight is on. We’ll talk to you later. Call me tomorrow if you need a hand.”

Nolan added, “Yeah, same here. Call us, you dickhead.”

“Okay, okay. I’ll let you know. Later,” he said and disconnected the call.

Nolan and I watched the fight, but my head wasn’t really into it. It wasn’t even five minutes before a second-round TKO, and then it was over. Just like that.

I didn’t know anything about this Dana woman, other than I was crazy attracted to her. So crazy I’d already pictured having sex with her six times that day.

Guys do that, don’t be too alarmed. I’d actually kept it to a minimum.
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About an hour after Nolan took an Uber home, I cleaned up the take-out boxes and hauled the trash bag upstairs. When I walked back through the kitchen, my calendar caught my eye. Most—if not all—of the events associated with Reuben and Becca’s wedding were scribbled on it.

I flipped through it to the next month, which was only a week away. At the end of May, I had written possible bachelor party, which Reuben was still fighting us on. Another page flipped, and there was the rehearsal, wedding, and reception at the beginning of June.

If everything went smoothly, I’d ask her out the night of their reception.

However, the possibility of her having a date to the wedding hit in full force.

I mean come on; she was a ten. She’d have a date. It was only about six or seven weeks. I could hold out just fine, especially with how busy I was going to be, but what if she met someone between now and then?

Hell, what if she’d already met him?

I had no fucking information, and it was a major problem. No way to manage any of the variables. No way to mitigate my chances of success or failure.

Typically, I’d be out on a Saturday night. Possibly meeting a woman. Possibly entertaining one. You know, staying out of trouble.

Not that night.

That Saturday, I was all alone, kind of drunk, and I had only one thing on my mind. Find out whatever I could about Dana … Fuck. I didn’t even know her last name.

I set up shop in my kitchen with my laptop and decided to look at it like a challenge—The Dana Challenge. I’d do research, same as I did when I considered a new business.

Just like with everything, knowledge was power.

I needed to know, and it wasn’t that hard thanks to Facebook. Good old Facebook.

I never was one to post or interact much on social media, but it did have its benefits. Like when I was looking into a new employee. If I was buying an established business or needed to contact an old acquaintance or college friend, then it was a helpful tool. Plus, it made it easy to spy on Trevor.

Also, if it weren’t for Facebook, where would my mother post all the recipes she used to lure me into visiting her and Craig?

So I logged in and went right to it. Reuben Leahy. I scrolled through his wall until I came to Becca Freese. I went to her page and found she’d already sent me a friend request that I’d, up until then, not noticed.

Accept. Perfect. Instant access.

It didn’t take long before I saw her face—Dana Rogers’ face—in one of Becca’s pictures. Birthdays. Girls’ night out selfies. I went so far as going back a few years on Becca’s timeline, learning how much she loved my Royals and traveling. How her father passed away right before she graduated college.

Being on Becca’s wall, digging through her life to find out more about her friend, suddenly didn’t feel so great. Although, I was certain Reub was getting a great woman.

Finally, I clicked on Dana’s name to go to her profile. There wasn’t that much that was public, except posts about early admissions and other things to do with the college where she worked.

Good for her. She was smart enough to keep curious men like me from creeping on her.

I finished another beer, then pulled the last one from the shelf in the refrigerator and switched to my phone.

Cord, you could just message her and introduce yourself. It’s not like you don’t have a few common threads.

Fully aware that I’d only just that night told Reub I’d leave her alone until after the wedding, I opened a new private message. I didn’t even send her a friend request, for some reason that felt too juvenile, and I’d already behaved like a stupid teenager once that day.

 

Dana,

I’d like to introduce myself like I should have this morning at the Bean Bag. Sorry, if I seemed preoccupied and possibly rude to you.

It’s actually funny to think we’ve never bumped into each other since your sister works at the shop. On top of that, our close friends are getting married.

Small world.

Anyway, it was nice to meet you. Since the second I saw you I’ve thought of nothing else except your sexy red lips, ripping The Trench Coat off you, and fucking your brains out.

Maybe next time.

Sincerely, Cord Taylor

 

Of course, I didn’t send the message like that. I wasn’t as bad as Reuben thought I was—even when I was drunk. I ended with nice to meet you and quit there. Thankfully, I looked at the time before I hit send and decided to wait until the next day, at an appropriate hour. I didn’t want to give the impression that I had nothing better to do on a Saturday night than send messages to strangers on Facebook.

Then again, unsettling as it was, there I sat on my recliner, doing just that.
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Goddamn, his profile picture was fine even in sunglasses and a baseball cap. That smile was dangerous.

Okay. I’d harmlessly stalked him all night, but it only made things worse.

Way worse.

It was his fault. He had nearly no privacy on his account. Rookie.

I was able to see all his pictures. Most were of him at grand openings. A few where he was tagged by friends at events. Two of him were with a woman a couple months prior. Lucky bitch. Some with Reuben and a couple other guys.

It didn’t take me long to find and stare—for longer than I cared to admit—at one of him at the gym. Which, given the ribbon cutting picture I’d already passed, I assumed he owned as well.

According to Facebook, he had quite a few local businesses. For some reason, I really liked that.

Despite his numerous photogenic snap-shots, they were all trumped by one, solitary, shirtless gym selfie on his wall.

You know the kind. It’s one we’ve all seen.

Some are good, some aren’t. His was … whoa. Backward ball cap. All the abs you’d expect from someone who was confident enough to post such a photo. All the blood-pumping arm veins a pervert like me salivated over—why were veins so damn hot? Add to that a massive shoulder tattoo and a pair of grey sweatpants that left very little to the imagination.

Trust me, my imagination was already on overdrive—don’t ask where my hand was.

Moreover, it was the middle of the night, and I was home alone, on my fourth rum and Coke, and scouring Facebook for a guy who was clearly all wrong for me.

Not just mildly wrong for me, but epically wrong.

Cord Taylor appeared to be the embodiment of every man I should steer clear of. Beyond the typical handsome bachelor stats, I easily gathered from his page, he was even more.

Well off.

Well hung—don’t blame me, he posted the picture.

Well liked around town.

And the way he wore a suit was … well … fucking perfect.

I wanted him badly, but the days of me getting what I wanted were over. I’d made up my mind that I needed what was good for me more.

To be honest, our first interaction was weird as hell, but there was something about him, something I couldn’t get out of my head.

Wasn’t that always how it started? Attraction.

My downfall was that I was attracted to assholes. Tall, masculine, sexy assholes.

None of that was new information; it had always been that way.

In high school, it was the jock I dated. He’d been dreamy and hot, and I’d basically ignored how he’d treated all his previous girlfriends because of that one thing.

Attraction.

Then in college, I dated frat guy after frat guy. The athletes. The socialites. The rich dudes who looked like they’d walked right out of a Ralph Lauren ad. Again, they were the kind I’d always felt drawn to.

Trust me, gravitating to those types wasn’t easy for many reasons. I had to keep myself up. It was hair appointments. Shopping with money I could have much more wisely saved for trips or other things. Yet, there I was, still living in an apartment just off campus. If I had all that money back, I’d probably have a healthy down payment for a house.

Or the shrink I probably needed.

Emotionally, in the beginning, I think I just got used to the heartbreak of it all, then even that stopped. It had been a long, long time since a guy actually hurt me.

At first, when they’d break up with me, or I’d dump them for some embarrassing offense, it would sting. I’d lick my wounds, get drunk, and cry on Jodi and Becca’s shoulders. Then, I’d move on to the next one.

Only, I’d aim even higher.

I’m not going to try to self-psychoanalyze the why of it all. I’m sure it had something to do with being a late-blooming, ugly duckling. I’d been a really awkward preteen. Braces. Petite. No boobs. No curves to speak of at all until my junior year. Therefore, little attention from guys.

Thing is, most of the women I knew tried to lock a guy down. Get him under their thumb and hold on, never wanting to let go.

That wasn’t my approach. I was used to letting go. My way was more like: get yours while you can, and then cut your losses.

The only thing that made it any amount of fun was the rush at the very beginning. The fleeting possibility that this hot, out-of-my-league guy, might be different. Sometimes he’d be attentive at first, but I knew it was only a matter of time until his true colors would show. They always did.

I lived for the beginnings and had plenty of them under my belt.

So after I’d dug around under my bed, past the old college text books to the box with my—ahem—things inside, I lay there doing something only I knew how to do properly with one hand, holding up my phone with Cord Taylor’s naked top-half photo with the other.

That was as far as it would go. I wasn’t going down another self-destructive road.

It was time for me to grow up. Becca was getting married. Jodi already was, and she had a baby. I was older than both of them and, frankly, tired of the game. Tired of the endless cycle.

I wanted something that meant more to me, with someone who I meant more to in return. For the first time in my life, I had the desire for a real relationship. The kind where you get butterflies from their words, one with kindness. I wanted to wait impatiently for I Love You. The type of situation where you miss the other person and get excited when they walk into the room. I wanted someone to share holidays and special occasions with. Someone who wanted me to meet their family.

I was tired of being the girl who dated around. The one who everyone assumed slept around. Eternally single forever because she never looked for anything more meaningful than six-pack abs and free drinks.

Okay, I wasn’t that bad, but the path I was on was beginning to feel like a slippery slope. Let’s be honest; I loved free drinks too.

I wasn’t so cynical that I didn’t believe there wasn’t someone out there who I could have fun and build a foundation with—who was also someone I found attractive enough. But I’d heard, on more than one occasion, that women find themselves more and more attractive to men when they love them.

That’s one thing I had never done. Loved a man. Not really.

It’s kind of hard to let yourself fall in love with a guy when you’re always waiting for things to end.

Sad, huh?

Well, boohoo for Old Dana.

I was done with that.

As I rolled over in my blankets, I figured it probably wouldn’t hurt anything to join the new gym in town. I needed to look good for myself and for the potential love of my life—should he make an appearance. Plus, I was in a wedding coming up and my old treadmill was about to crap out.

I pretended it wasn’t to run into Mr. Just the Tip, but old habits die hard.
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The place was nice. Clean. The lighting was flattering. The mirrors were hung up high and tilted at angles that made you look almost good even before you started.

The Fit Club even had a juice bar and a small retail area to buy apparel and other things one might need to get their fitness on. Supplements, weight belts, earbuds. You know? The stuff.

Like every other gym I’d ever joined, it only took a few minutes of strolling around before someone approached me.

“Hi, welcome to Fit Club. Are you a member?” asked a guy wearing a Fit Club shirt and a pair of gym shorts as he flipped a page on his clipboard.

Hard to imagine, right?

He wasn’t bad looking, but he was a shorter guy, standing only a few inches taller than me. A neatly trimmed beard covered his face, and he had brown hair that was starting to gray at his temples. Then, he looked up. “Oh, hey. You’re Dana, right?”

That was weird. Unless they strictly monitored all their new Facebook page likes, I was at a disadvantage.

“I’m sorry. Do I know you?”

“I apologize. I’m Reuben’s friend. Nolan. I think you were with Becca the night they met. I was with him.” Now that he’d mentioned it, he was probably right. However, I only vaguely recalled that night.

If I remember correctly, I was distracted by a sexy bartender, who I only saw a few times before I ditched. His most erroneous offense was eating pussy like it was an ice-cream cone. One, long, front to back lick after another.

You can’t come back from that shit.

Okay, you probably can, but I didn’t have the balls to tell him. The magic was lost when I had to give sexual instructions.

Fun fact: a lot of too-hot guys are not all that good in bed. It shocks the hell out of me every time. Coincidentally, a lot of the ones who are good in bed will cheat on you—the shock factor of that wears off fast. Trust me.

“That’s right,” I said in my friendly, professional voice that I usually reserve for prospective students I’m trying to sway toward our school. “I remember. Can you believe they’re already getting married?”

“Actually, I can. I’ve never seen him like this with someone.” He chuckled. “It’s kind of pathetic, but Bec’s a cool chick. So I don’t give him too much shit about it.”

I smiled thinking the same thing about Becca. Instantly, we shared a bond two people have over poking fun at mutual friends. Nolan was all right.

“Yeah, she’s got it pretty bad, too. Suckers,” I added.

“Are you interested in joining? We have a promotion going right now for new memberships.” He propped the clipboard against his hip and gave me a quick, albeit appropriate in that setting, once over. “Are you a runner?”

Ha. I’d worn long yoga pants, a tank top, and a light jacket into the place. The people who design work out clothing know what they’re doing. I’ll give them that. There’s something about the way it holds you together, all tight and sequestered, that makes you nearly feel active, just by wearing it alone.

“Yeah, I have a treadmill, but it’s ancient. So I figured before I replace it I might try a gym for a while instead.”

“I know what you mean. I have stuff at home, and I barely use it. When I first started going to the gym to work out in college, that’s where it kind of changed for me. I liked going.” He leaned forward and whispered conspiratorially, “the views were nice—you know what I mean? And I noticed, that the more I went, the more I would do in each workout because I was already there and shit.”

I wondered if it was because we had mutual friends that he was talking to me like we’d known each other for years, or if he talked to all prospective members like that. Whatever the reason, it was entertaining, and I could see where he was coming from.

“Okay, give me your Fit Club promotional spiel. Make it good,” I challenged.

He pointed his pen at me and started walking off toward the counter. “Oh, I’ll make it good,” he fired back. “I’m just kidding. I got carried away.”

I giggled and followed.

After he ran down basic membership stuff and talked my ear off about the benefits of this gym over the others in town, I was already worn out, and I hadn’t even broken my first sweat.

“Okay, okay, okay. You got me. I’m in.” I slapped the top of the counter. “Just get me something to sign and take my money. Just, please, stop talking.”

“Ah,” he sighed and held up his pointer finger. “Words all men love to hear. My work here is done.”

I unzipped the pocket on my jacket where I’d stashed my debit card and my cell, in the event I decided to join.

The phone behind the counter rang, and he looked at me briefly, asking permission to answer it. “Go ahead. I don’t mind.” I understood what it was like to be busy.

Shifting down the counter a few feet, I pulled a rack card off the display. It had a schedule of classes they offered.

“Good morning, Fit Club. This is Nolan.”

It’s not eavesdropping if you can’t help it, but, out of politeness, I gave him some space to take the call.

“I felt just fine, Dickface. I was here before anyone else. Thank you very much.” He chuckled, then added, “Eat shit.”

So it wasn’t just me who he spoke to like that.

“You know, I have to let you go. I just sold a membership to a very nice lady, and she’s waiting on me to finish up her paperwork. I’ll talk to you later.” He made some sarcastic mmmm hmmm sounds and then said quickly. “Actually, you might know her. She’s friends with Becca.”

That’s when my ears perked up, but I continued fake-reading the pamphlet.

He said in a hushed voice, probably hoping I couldn’t hear, “Yes, red indeed. I have to go, Cord.” He slammed the phone down.

After Nolan cleared his throat, he said, “Sorry about that. Damn telemarketers.”

I tried not to laugh because I knew better, but knowing it was Cord made behind my ears tingle, and my stomach tighten.

Nolan showed me around and walked me through the back rooms where the classes were held; they even had aerial yoga. He pointed out the shower and locker rooms, which I didn’t plan to use much. I only lived about five minutes away.

After answering a few questions about some of the machines I’d never used before, he told me that there would always be someone here between six in the morning and eight at night. Although, with my key card, I could use the facility twenty-four hours a day, if I liked.

Since it was still early in the day, and the place wasn’t all that busy, I stayed and climbed onto one of the stair stepper machines. I put in my ear buds, which I’d retrieved from my car, and took out my phone to find some music.

Then, I opened Facebook first because I’m a fucking slave to it just like everyone else.

A red dot over the private messages caught my eye. I got a few messages, every once in a while, but not many. About half of them were friends or family, the other half are those weird fuckers from God only knows where wanting to send me pictures of their dicks in exchange for pictures of my boobs.

No thank you, sir. Buy me a drink, and I’ll think about it.

I tapped on the chat bubble, almost automatically, to see who it was and what the hell they wanted.

Cord Taylor had sent me a message at nine a.m. on the dot. I nearly fell off the machine.

Fuck.

My.

Life.

 

Dana,

I’d like to introduce myself, like I should have before this morning at The Bean Bag. Sorry, if I was preoccupied and possibly rude to you.

It’s actually funny to think we’ve never bumped into each other since your sister works at the shop. On top of that, our close friends are getting married.

Small world.

Anyway, it was nice to meet you. See you soon.

Cord

 

What in the fuck was I supposed to do with that? I read it three more times. It really was a small world. I’d thought that myself only yesterday. Only it turned out it was getting smaller and smaller by the minute.
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I sent him another text, this was what I got for fucking with him so much.

ME: Goddammit, Nolan. Call me back.

ME: Are you shitting me? Is she really there?

ME: I swear to God. I’ll post that video I have of you on YouTube if you don’t call me back.

That one worked. Empty threat as it was, it worked every time. Nobody wanted to watch a video of him singing “Angel of the Morning” while wearing only his underwear. He was drunk, and it was three years ago after his mom had a heart attack. Reuben and I had done what we could to take his mind off it, which evidentially included getting drunk in his mom’s basement and listening to all her favorite records.

I’d never show anyone, but he didn’t know that.

“Hello,” I said into the phone and fastened my seat belt. My gym bag was already on the back seat in my truck.

“What can I do for you?” he asked.

“Is she still there?” I countered, praying she was.

“I can’t tell you that. The first rule of Fit Club is that we don’t talk about Fit Club members with anyone except their family.”

I took a deep breath, and as soon as my phone’s hands-free program synced up, tossed it into my lap, and I threw my truck in reverse.

What he was saying about Fit Club was true. We went to great lengths to protect a client’s privacy and ensure their safety. Nolan, as frustrating as he was for me, was just doing his damn job.

I replied, “You’re being a real pain in the ass this morning.”

“It’s not uncommon to feel tenderness in the glutes after a serious anal pounding—I mean workout.” He coughed to hide his laugh.

“I’m on my way.” It wasn’t like I was making a special trip. I always worked out on Sundays around mid-morning. Had I not called earlier—being the good friend that I was to see if he wanted me to pick him up anything—I would have been coming in anyway. He just wanted to be a dick about it.

“You told Reuben you weren’t going to mess with her,” he reminded me.

“I’m not going to mess with her. I’m just going to the fucking gym. My. Fucking. Gym.”

“Our … fucking … gym.”

“Whatever. You’re the one messing with me about this. I told Reuben I’d wait, and I will. It’s not my fault she joined the gym on her own and just happens to be there when I’m usually there. This is all a coincidence, and, therefore, out of my control.” I thought about how that actually wasn’t total bullshit. All of it was true.

I pointed out, “Maybe it’s fate, Bitchtits.”

He howled. “Fate? Oh, my God, you turned into a pussy overnight. I told you drinking all that light beer was going to do this. And don’t call me Bitchtits, Cocksuckerbreath. It’s Sunday. The Lord’s day.”

“What did I tell you about me and Cocksuckerbreath?”

“You didn’t have to tell me anything. I could smell it.”

At the stop light, I tipped my head back and laughed, catching the attention of a Sunday School bus of children. So I smiled and waved.

“I’ll be there in five minutes.”

When I pulled into the strip mall where Fit Club was, I drove slowly, wondering which car might be hers. I supposed I could always rewind the footage on the security tape, but once again my morality cold-cocked my creepiness in the mouth.

I was thinking like a fucking psycho.

I pushed my earbuds into my phone just as a notification came in. She’d replied.

 

You too. Have a nice day.

 

It had all the enthusiasm of a fucking dentist appointment reminder notice. I sat there in my truck for a few minutes thinking.

Okay. So I’d been slightly off my game the day before in the shop. Fine. But I did give her a free drink. Women love free drinks. Also, I was not the fucking Hunchback of Notre Dame. I was an all right looking guy.

The message kind of put me off. I’d been trying to be friendly, and all she could reply with was two dry-ass sentences. Not even one of those little winky fuckers chicks love. No nothing.

What the hell?

I replied.

Admittedly, it was probably passive aggression at its finest because I did so in a way that was even a major pet peeve of mine.

 

K

 

It was childish, but it couldn’t be taken back. I was probably still punchy from Nolan that morning, but it was what it was.

Then, after thinking twice about going in, I noticed her looking down at her phone on the stepper machine in the front window. I considered maybe I should just watch her from my truck—the creepy ass guy that I was becoming.

She replied with the goddamned fucking thumb. The thumb.

Checkmate, beautiful.

I logged completely out of Facebook. To hell with it, the frustration would no doubt make for a great workout. I popped in my earbuds and then flipped Nolan off on my way inside.

Looked like I was going to have to go about it the hard way.
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It surprised the shit out of me that she didn’t leave after I walked in. Also, I’m not narcissistic enough to assume she’d notice me, but I saw her, and she definitely saw me—awkward as it was.

I headed straight for the locker room and switched out my dirty clothes for the fresh ones I’d packed for the next few days. When I came out in my old ripped up t-shirt, shorts, ball cap, and my lucky towel, she hadn’t even switched machines. So, I gave her some space and hit the bench.

Let the record show—which was some annoying parable that Reuben always said that drove me nuts. At any rate, let the record show that I was directly across the gym from her and had an almost perfect, direct view of her ass through the mirror.

I’m only a man.

In turn, all she had to do was look up to watch me lift. Which I caught her doing four times.

Thumbs up, my ass.

Wait. You know what I meant.

Sure, she wasn’t exactly responding to me like women normally did, but as I tore through a third rep on the chest fly machine, I thought maybe that wasn’t the worst thing.

It only proved that I was right—which I loved.

Maybe Dana was different.

Still, I’d barely even made contact with her. The shop and Facebook were not even close to how I normally approached women.

As I pushed through my circuit, I wondered if I was off my game more than I thought.

I was usually much better in person, in my comfort zone, in social settings where I excelled. On a date. At a restaurant. Believe it or not, I could hold my own at karaoke—especially if it was Bon Jovi—and I was an okay dancer. Shout out to my mom for the lessons I hated taking, but they ended up paying off more than I’d ever have dreamed.

I had some other fun skills, but no real man would ever risk jinxing and potentially compromising the security of his bedroom game by speaking about them with strangers. Even for bragging rights.

Those skills speak for themselves.

I’d look for neutral ground with Dana. There had to be some. Some place where people normally ran into each other, and therefore a natural place for a real first-time conversation.

A bar. I had one of those. Now I just needed a way to get her there, without really inviting her there myself.

Also, I had to be subtle, or Reuben would try to royally kick my ass.

By the time I made it through my Sunday routine, she’d left, and I watched the window as her pretty ass walked to the black Elantra parked beside my truck.
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It was Monday morning, just like any other, and I drove through town, headed to the office.

Lenox was growing, and our population was somewhere near fifty thousand, but it always felt larger since we were just outside Kansas City. We had all the luxuries of the big city, but the heart of ours was small and charming.

The oldest part of town was centered on a quaint square. Old two and three story brick buildings lined blocks in each direction. It was in the middle of town where the coffee shop and my office were.

My core business, Taylor Properties, only needed a few rooms and a small storefront. It, in and of itself, was a small operation. What had started as one business and one location, The Bean Bag, had turned into four local businesses, ten commercial and four residential properties that I leased.

I’d been fortunate and luckily made some good decisions over the past few years. It also didn’t hurt that I’d studied hard, worked harder, and believed in reinvesting my money. Plus, I loved our city.

Additionally, since Reuben had gone to law school, he was my attorney.

On top of that, Nolan, Reuben and I owned Fit Club, which was really Nolan’s dream. He was the only one who had a handle on the day to day operations there.

We were a good team.

The only other business that the three of us owned together was The Mill, which was a bar. Well two bars, one building. It was an old industrial warehouse that we renovated to act like two venues. The Mill East was focused on live music, had a huge beer garden, and stayed busy all summer long. The Mill West was a bar and grill, then at night, it turned into more of a club atmosphere. The two were separated by a long glass ceiling atrium area that split the building in half. It was by far the business that generated the bulk of our profit.

Because of our mutual investment there, Nolan now had enough money to send Trevor to whatever college he wanted. I was able to buy my mother a house, which I currently lived in since shortly after, she’d married Craig and moved in with him.

My three-person office space, across the park from the coffee shop, was little, but we didn’t need much space to do our business. For the most part, my accountant dealt with the bulk of my clerical things.

So that just left Lance, who was basically an assistant to me and a warm body in the office, Monday thru Friday; and Cheryl, who was basically my right hand. She did nearly all the property management for the residential units I owned. She also was the bomb at real-estate and knew this area better than anyone I’d ever met.

“Good morning,” I said to Lance as I walked through the modest lobby. It was basically a small sitting area, Lance’s desk, and a wall that separated it from the rest of Taylor Properties. Beyond that was Cheryl’s desk, my office, a conference room, a small breakroom area, and a restroom. That was it.

“Hey, you. Did you have an awesome weekend?” Lance asked from his chair, headset already in place. He was sipping coffee from a Worlds Best Lance mug, which he’d once told me he bought for himself because he deserved it.

“Not bad,” I said.

“Not bad? Yuck. Did you wear those pants out? Because you should have. You’re slaying them. Why would you waste those pants on work?” He tsked, and then spun in his chair away from me. “I don’t know why I even talk to you. You don’t listen.” He held up a finger and pressed a button on the headset. “Good morning, Taylor Properties. This is Lance. What can I do for you?”

I picked up a folder that had a Post-It with my name on top and flipped through it.

“We did. We had a blast. Seriously. I’m still nauseous.” Lance spun back to me in his chair and gave me a pitiful look. “Yeah, he just walked in—wasting a pair of navy blue Hugo Boss Delewares like nobody’s business.” He made a tick mark in the air, a self-affirmation he did regularly. “Sure. Give him a second to get back to his dungeon. I’m going to put you on hold.”

I put the folder under my arm and waited for him to tell me who it was.

“That’s Sam. He said he needs to talk to you about a show.” Then he waved me off. Sometimes I wondered if he realized I was the boss, but he did a fantastic job. Why split hairs?

I picked up the receiver on my desk and took a seat.

“Hey, Sam. What’s up?”

“Morning, Cord. So I got an email from an agent who booked a show at Mill East last August. They liked the venue and have a few bands coming through town this summer. They’d like to book their stops in KC here. She said our size was perfect for the crowd they’re drawing, and they liked working with us. What do you think?”

I opened my laptop and waited for the screen to come on. “Sounds like a good opportunity. They know what our max capacity is, right?”

“Yep,” he answered, but I couldn’t tell one way or the other which way he was trying to sway me.

“What about staff? If you pack the place more than last year, can you handle it?”

“I think so. We could use a few extra people for summer anyway.” That was expected.

I answered, “If you’re up for it, so am I. I’m sure the guys will agree.”

“It might mean spending more on advertising than usual, but I think it could be a positive thing.”

Spending money to make money didn’t bother me, and Sam was an excellent manager. I was totally confident he knew what he was getting into.

Even though Reub, Nolan, and I were equal partners, they left most of the business stuff up to me, and I was fine with it.

“All right. Get a contract for each event individually—with contingencies for cancellation. Shit happens, you know? Send them over when they come in. We’ll catch lunch this week, and go through them before we sign and send them back.” Then it struck me. “Hey, what do you have going on this weekend?” I leaned back in my chair.

“Not much on the west side, but on the east side there’s music trivia Friday night, and on Saturday a few local bands are playing during the day for a poker run fundraiser thing.”

Friday night sounded perfect.

When I hung up with Matt, I looked over a few bids for a renovation we were doing on some apartments. Cheryl had already sorted out the ones that were too high or too low, leaving me with just the ones that looked to have the most promise.

At lunch, I walked over to the coffee shop and stood in line for a sandwich, happy to see Jodi was back to work.

“Hey, Cord. So you met my sister this weekend, huh?” I loved that she said that and hoped she’d heard it from Dana.

I’d been thinking about her non-stop, but it wasn’t a chore.

“I did. I didn’t even know you had a sister. Can I get an iced tea and a chicken salad sandwich?”

She rang me up and then filled a clear plastic cup with ice. “Dana is my step-sister, but yeah. It’s just her and me. Our parents married when I was in high school, Dana’s freshman year at college. We’re close though.”

“How’s your little boy doing? I hope he’s feeling better.”

“He is, the poor thing. Thanks for coming in on Saturday. I wasn’t even thinking about Trevor and Mia taking the SAT. That was really cool of you.” She was sincere as she talked about her kid, and how he’d been sick.

All I could think was: if you think I’m so nice, then tell your step-sister. Instead, I used the opportunity to make my move.

“Sounds like you could use a night out. You know, the Mill East is having music trivia on Friday. You should have a girl’s night out or something.”

Jodi handed me the chicken salad on whole wheat that I’d pointed to under the small case along the counter and slipped it into a bag. But her face had a hint of something sardonic on it as she said, “Okay, Cord. I might think about that. Have a good one, and thanks again for Saturday.”

If she was on to me, she didn’t admit to it. That didn’t matter though, not as long as it worked.
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“Sounds like a good time,” I told Becca over the phone. “Who is our fourth?” If we were going to trivia night, I needed to know who was on our team. I was kind of competitive. Correction: Very competitive.

I knew Jodi would be an asset to our team, and that Becca could hold her own, but a bad fourth person could be the difference between victory and getting sacked.

“Jodi invited one of her friends from that baby and me class she goes to—Amber something. Seriously, your office is like five doors down. Why don’t you just come down here? Are you busy or something?”

I wasn’t busy, but I was kind of hiding out in my office with the door shut that Tuesday morning. I’d thought I saw Ryan Smith, or Coach Smith, pull into the parking lot outside my window earlier, and I was hoping to avoid him.

It wasn’t at all against the principles of the New Dana plan, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Not yet.

He’d never came out and directly asked me on a date, but he never left without hinting at one either. Since I was in admissions, and part of his job, as assistant coach of the baseball team, was to discuss possible recruits with our office, he stopped by on the regular.

For a coach, Ryan always came across as soft spoken to me. Always polite. Always very calm and easy to work with. Some of the other women in the office thought he was a catch, including Becca who’d suggested I just give him a shot on more than one occasion.

He just didn’t do it for me. Well, he didn’t do it for the old me.

He was, by definition, the exact guy the new me was supposed to be on the lookout for. Around my age. Great job. Nice, average, and local.

Basically, he gave off the exact opposite impression of a man like Cord Taylor, who had shown up in a dream the night before. It had been a complete figment of my imagination, but quite a show.

I confessed, “I can’t. I’m dodging Coach Smith. I think he’s in the building.”

“Oh, my God. Would you please make up your mind already? Are you done with assholes or not. Ryan is a good guy,” Becca whined.

Since she was engaged, suddenly my relationship status was a much bigger deal to her. Best friends are like that sometimes. When they have something good—and they love you—they just want you to have what they have. I can’t blame her for that. Honestly, she was right; I did want someone.

I also wanted to sit in my desk chair and not writhe in pain, but such was life. I’d worked out more in the past three days than I had in the past three months.

Twice on Monday, don’t ask—I’d plead the fifth.

At least, I learned Cord usually worked out in the mornings. I could avoid him, which was why I went so many times yesterday. I wanted to know when he went so I could plan to go some other time. My logic was irrational at best, but it would work.

That’s what I told myself the day before, and that’s also the reason I went again in the same day. You know, to start a routine.

You’d never get me to answer why I’d went again just that morning. There was no way I was ready to figure that out. We hadn’t even made eye contact. I did, however, watch him lift weights while he sweat like a beast.

I was an addict, okay? Quitting cold turkey was hard as fuck.

Besides, after I sent him the thumb—the worst possible reply to a message—I was pretty sure I’d blown any chance of him trying to talk to me again. It was a bitch move, albeit intentional. Self-preservation.

Looking didn’t hurt anything. Right?

I thought of it as being weaned. Old Dana would have jumped at the chance for a shot with a guy like Cord. New Dana was supposed to be open minded to guys like Ryan, though. Maybe I was just the in-between-phases me that Tuesday, because I just wanted to hide.

“Okay, you’re right. He’s a good guy, but I can’t walk right today. My legs hurt, and I don’t want to look dumb. You come down here.” That was the other reason I called her from only down the hall. My body felt like it had been hit by a Mack truck.

I’d totally over done it.

“Are you okay?” she asked, her tone more concerned than argumentative now.

I crossed my fingers, to protect myself from the white lie I was about to tell. “I’m fine. I just over did it on the treadmill.” She didn’t need to know the ugly details.

“Fine, I’ll be right down.” She hung up.

As carefully as I could, I stood. I felt like hell, but I had to unlock my door for her. The second I did, there was a knock.

I had one of those moments where you hear the words so close in your head. It was Ryan, I didn’t even have to open the door to know. That was just my luck.

I pressed the handle down on the door and greeted him with a smile, “Hi, Coach Smith. How’s it going?”

Subtle creases around his eyes appeared as he grinned back at me. Wasn’t that the moment when someone should feel something if they were attracted to the other person? All I could think was damn, he had nice pores and wondered what sunblock he used.

It was fucking sad how little I felt for a great guy like Coach Smith when he was right in front of me and how excited I was from simply thinking about Cord.

“It’s Ryan,” he gently corrected. “Everything’s great. Are you busy?”

I could smell the mint on his breath mixed with some cologne I couldn’t put my finger on. Still, nothing.

“Actually, I was about to meet up with Becca to hash out a few things for summer term.” Don’t worry, my fingers were crossed for that one too.

I peeked behind him, and, thankfully, she was headed our way. He stepped aside and glanced back following my gaze.

“Oh, that’s fine. I should have called. I was just driving by and thought I’d pop in. My mistake.”

“No worries. Shoot me an email; we’ll set something up.” I gave him a closed mouth smile which he returned.

He wasn’t ugly, not at all. Light blond hair, blue eyes. Nice smile.

Mostly, it was a confidence thing. He didn’t act like he had much, and men who had confidence—usually way too much—were always more attractive to me. But, if I’m telling the whole truth, I liked them a step just past confidence. Cocky, bordering on arrogant. That’s what really turned me on.

Men with swag. My biggest vice.

There wasn’t even any push back in his voice when he said, “Yeah, okay. I’ll do that.” Had he acted like he really wanted it, like he didn’t want to take no for an answer, I might have given in.

I was beginning to hate myself.

Who in the fuck did I think I was?

A shallow bitch—that’s who—but at least when I dated pricks, I got what I deserved.

“Hi, Ryan,” Becca said. She worked with him some too, but not as often as I did and we both knew why.

“You know you can’t monopolize all of Dana’s time,” he jested.

“Yeah, sorry. I have to get this paperwork done by tomorrow. It’s crazy around here.” She shifted the weight of the load she carried to her other hip.

He studied the folders in her arms. I prayed, for her sake, she didn’t really have that much stuff to get done, because I was pretty much caught up.

“I’ll let you guys get to it then. Hopefully, I’ll catch up with you soon, Dana.” He looked into my eyes, and I’d be more than white-lying if I said I didn’t see something comforting and kind. It was too damn bad I didn’t sense anything beyond friendship. He added as expected, “Maybe we can get dinner sometime or something?”

“Yeah, maybe.” Then my phone rang, saving me. “I need to get that. See you later.”

I didn’t pay attention to what they said to each other and dealt with the room change I’d requested with housing for a student for next fall. When I was finished, he was gone, and she was sitting in the chair across from me—throwing shade like only a real best friend can.

“What?” I asked her, which only opened the door for her to scold me.

“Why don’t you like him? He’s so damn sweet and cute. You can’t deny that.”

I slouched, not feeling like going into it. “I’m not saying he isn’t cute. He’s just so … passive.”

“Maybe you should go to a game and watch him coach or something. See if he’s aggressive on the field.” The pervert wagged her eyebrows at me, then continued. “Or maybe you could go out with him and see if he’s just being professional here at work. We don’t act the same at work as we do out in our real lives, Dana. Maybe he has more personality than you’re giving him credit for.”

“Why are you always trying to get me to go out with him?”

It had been going on for months. Through the last few guys I’d dated, she’d always remind me afterward how Ryan probably wouldn’t have done this or that.

“Do you owe him money or something? Did you lose a bet?” I leaned over my tidy desk and asked conspiratorially, “Is he blackmailing you?”

“Shut up,” she said and threw a pencil at me. “You could do a lot worse than a guy like him, and he’s actually interested in you, and …”

There it was. The and—the real reason—but she hesitated and sat back in the club chair, crossing her tan legs.

“And what?”

“I don’t want to say. You’ll laugh at me.” Her round face lost most of its expression, and she glared with her mouth pursed.

“Laugh at you?” I never laughed at her when she was serious.

She looked away, and her long brown ponytail fell over her shoulder. “You don’t get it, and when I talk about stuff like this you call me—and I quote—a silly girl.”

Okay. I had called her that a time or two. In my defense, she’d considered wearing a tiara at her wedding. She just had more fairytale in her blood than I did.

Still, she was Becca. We’d been roommates for six years, and we worked together every day. She kind of knew my shit.

“I won’t laugh,” I promised with a hand on my heart.

She snapped out of the terse attitude, pushed the folders into the other chair, and moved hers closer to my desk. “I know you think that I’m all into the lovey-mushy stuff right now because I’m moving in with Reuben, and we’re getting married, and all that lala-woohoo-life-is-grand bullshit. You think I’m looking at everything with rose-colored glasses. Maybe I am somewhat, but you’ve been telling me for the past year—after every one of those assholes is gone—that you want something more than what you’d just gotten out of that relationship. True or False?”

Oh, God. She was best friend pop quizzing me. I’d been through that with her before. It was serious.

“True,” I droned.

“And you just said yourself that you are more interested in finding an average guy than just some hot, sheet warmer. True or false?”

I gave her the stink eye. “Sheet warmer?”

She returned the stink eye and upped the ante with a sassy head cock.

“True.” Bitch.

“And which one of these men are interested in you? A—some guy you’re chasing at the gym. I’m a little wiser than you give me credit for. Your treadmill has been holding your purses since you moved there. Okay? Okay. B—some prick you might pick up at the bar this weekend. Because I’ve seen all this before. Or C—a nice looking, sweet guy who would actually treat you how you deserve.”

Ha! Little did she know, hot guy at the gym probably was interested in me—even if it was just to warm my sheets, which was likely. “I guess I didn’t tell you that Cord sent me a Facebook message.”

She clapped her hands, and it startled me. “Well. Fuck me. When are you two picking out China? A Facebook message? It must be love.”

Bitch: The Sequel.

I squinted hoping she’d notice I’d almost reached my limit.

“This is my point. I think Ryan would love you. Like really love you. Cherish you. Worship the ground you walk on.” Then she gave me the puppy dog eyes.

“Becca, I just wish I could find a little bit of both. You know? I don’t want some guy who’s totally crazy obsessed with me, but, at the same time, I want to be a little crazy obsessed with him.” A woman’s prerogative.

“Maybe if you stopped focusing on the outside, you’d find more on the inside.”

“Okay, now you’re going full-on Confucius Fortune Cookie After School Special on me, and I want to slap you.”

Shrugging, she admitted, “Yeah, I over shot that.”

Yet, to a degree, she was right.

The problem was: it didn’t change a damn thing.

My ass still hurt like I’d walked up two hundred flights of stairs in the past three days. Oh wait, I had. I was still fantasizing about a tall drink of water lifting my body like he did the bench press that very morning. Good Lord.

However, I knew better than to give into the urge to talk to him or send him a real message back. He really was way too sexy to be long-term boyfriend material.

Then it hit me. An epiphany.

A last hobag-hoorah. A final farewell to my fuck-hot man fetish. A final one for the road. One last, really great one-night stand.

Becca smacked the top of my desk, startling me out of my thoughts. “Hey. I don’t like that face. What are you thinking?”

“What about a compromise?” I suggested.

“Dana, you don’t have to negotiate your love life with me.” She pulled a nail file from my pen cup and started to use it.

“No, I do. You’re pretty much right anyway. What about if I have one last hoorah. You know? Like good bye Norma Jean, except with my disastrous sex life.”

“Jesus Christ, Dana. How bad do you think dating Ryan Smith would be? You make it sound like your last meal before execution.”

“Dude. That’s what it feels like. Afterwards, I’ll do what’s best for me, and I’ll be happy and yada yada yada. But before I go all … well, you … I’m going out with a bang.”

And I knew just the guy to light the fuse.
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“Let the record show.”

Mer mer mermer mer. I silently mocked Reub in my head as he spoke.

“I’m totally fucking on to you, man,” he accused Thursday night at his new place.

Nolan and I were there to help them move some furniture down to the basement. They’d bought a few new things they needed help with, and, unfortunately for Nolan and me, they were of the heavy variety.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Yes, I did, but I was already one step ahead of him. “How close do you want this to the wall?” The book case was massive, but it was finally where Becca wanted it.

“As close as you can get it. I’m going to bolt it flush,” he answered and spun around looking for a tool. “And you know damn well what I’m talking about. Those girls are going to trivia night at the Mill, which you suggested to Jodi. I know what you’re doing.”

It was all sorts of true. Ask me if I gave a shit.

He said I couldn’t pursue her until after the wedding. That was fine, but I needed to be around her. I wanted to see what she was like out with her friends. We’d be in a group after all. What harm could it do?

“You did that so you’d know where they’d be. Then you’d just conveniently show up and do your typical Cord routine.” He pressed the trigger on his drill, testing the battery.

I didn’t dignify his insult with a response. He was acting like I was some sort of predator and that the women who I saw were victims. That couldn’t be further from the truth.

Our good friend Nolan, King of Switzerland, kept his mouth shut like usual.

Reuben said, “You know what? I think we should get a table too. Then I can keep my eye on you.” He aimed the end of the drill at my face and squeezed the trigger again.

I smacked it away. Like I’d said, I was way ahead of him. “Good. I already paid for us. Great idea.”

“Cord,” he warned.

“Reuben.”

“You gave me your word.”

“And I’ll keep it. When have I ever lied to you? No. Never mind that. When have I ever been so awful to a woman that you’d even make me promise something like this anyway? You said take my time. Get to know her. Well, how in the hell am I supposed to do that if you all but fucking forbid me to even talk to her?” I stood back and grabbed my beer off the end table where I’d placed it.

“You know it’s not like that. Man, I just don’t want anything to get awkward—for either of you. What if you end up liking her, but she’s not interested? That would be so weird. Say she brings a date, and then add alcohol. Ah. I don’t even want to think about it.” But, apparently, he did because he kept going. “Or vice versa. She likes you, and you lose interest. You bring a date. Then she spends our reception in the bathroom crying … with my new bride?” His arms went up, and he waved the tool in the air, like I was never going to get it.

“You really have a worst-case scenario for everything, don’t you?”

Nolan the Mute finally broke his silence. “Yeah, he really does.”

“I’m just trying to minimalize the possibility of things going wrong.”

I folded my arms over my chest and countered, “Dude, what if it goes right?”

His expression indicated that he literally hadn’t even considered it, but he nodded for me to go on.

I had the floor.

To work up my defense, I started a slow pace at the front of the room while he took a seat on the arm of the couch, which wasn’t centered where we’d been instructed to put it yet. Nolan followed suit and flopped down on the cushions.

“What if we meet and click.” I had to speak in terms he’d understand. Plus, it was fun to play lawyer. “Let’s examine some facts here, shall we? You’re with her best friend. Some would say, good friends are alike in many ways. Some would even go as far as saying, you and I are alike in many ways. Common grounds. Interests. We both like to have a good time. We both like having a few beers. Morality and principles wise, I’d say were on the same page. In turn, you—being my friend and somewhat like minded—love Becca. So conversely, you may love qualities in Becca that she shares with Dana. See where I’m going with this?” I wiped a hand across my chin and waited for him to admit I had a point. Or at least he’d see how hard I was reaching for one.

“Okay, that’s all fair and good, but you and I have a few key differences that might erode your argument, Mr. Defendant.” He began counting off on his hand. “You always find some lame reason not to like a woman. You’re not ready to settle down or have a long-term relationship. You have impossible standards.”

“They’re not impossible.”

“You need to realize, when it comes to the opposite sex, there’s always going to be some shit you’re never going to understand or even like, but you still need to appreciate those details. Details you see as flaws. You have to accept them for who they are. I’m ready to be married to a woman I love. I’m ready to put someone else first, Cord.”

The two boneheads on the couch couldn’t see Becca come down the stairs and stop at the bottom in time to hear his last words. They also missed the way she put her hand on her heart hearing how he felt and hearing him declare it to his friends.

“What if you’re wrong and I do want that?”

He pinched the bridge of his nose, clearly frustrated with me. His fiancé came up behind him, ran her hand down his chest as she kissed his cheek from behind. She whispered something in his ear.

He looked into her eyes and said, “I meant it.” Forgotten was his argument with me.

Nolan nodded toward the door that it was time for us to go, and I agreed. At least I was on the same page as one of my friends.
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Dana had been at the gym by seven every day that week. She ignored me for the most part, but sometimes I’d catch her looking at me in the mirror.

I prayed she wasn’t trying to lose weight. Her curves were shaped by God himself—and that was just the tease I got from her gym clothes. I never let my mind wander beyond that at the Fit Club. It’s a little embarrassing trying to do leg presses with a raging hard on.

My point: she was incredible.

Regardless of what I thought, I understood a woman’s body was her own, and everyone has to be comfortable with themselves.

It also wasn’t my business.

Hear that guys?

A woman’s body isn’t your business—with the exception of when she’s accepting pleasure. Then it’s your only business. The only thing you should be focused on.

As it was, I just tried to breathe and do my circuits like I always did. Five days in a row, she was there. Seeing her for an hour or so every day was enough—for the time being.

On the sixth day, she spoke to me.

There I was getting my pump on, not even paying attention, and listening to Fuck Shit Up Number Five—a playlist I’d created specifically for arm day. When I looked up, she was standing right in front of me drinking water.

I lost my concentration and damn near dislocated my shoulder. The machine slammed when I lost my hold.

“Oh, my God. What the hell? What do you want? I mean. Sorry. Hi. What’s up?”

Pure poetry. Bobby Frost would be so proud.

She nearly choked at my outburst, but didn’t. No. She just laughed at me. A reaction men love, let me tell you. It was just as well, I enjoyed the sound of it.

“Did I scare you?” she asked. Her skin was flushed pink from her workout, and her cheeks were bright as she grinned. It was all I could do not to ogle her.

Pulling the buds out of my ears and sitting forward, I answered, “No. You didn’t scare me. Surprised me maybe.”

“Well, I wanted to come over and say hello. I was curt with you in that chat message.” She tipped her chin down, looked at me through her thick lashes, and bit her bottom lip to hide her smile.

I’ll bite that lip for you.

I didn’t know what to think about her coming over, but I wasn’t about to complain. We’d probably only said a total of a dozen words to each other, mostly just pleasantries in passing. Hi and bye and hey. But, in that moment, there was a connection.

“Don’t worry about it. So, do you like the gym?”

She looked around the room, swung the hoop of her water bottle around her finger, and crossed her legs at the ankles as she stood in front of me.

Although I was sitting, her head wasn’t that much taller than mine. I collected as much information as quickly as I could and did my best not to be the embodiment of a horny, middle aged man.

Because that’s what I was.

“Yeah, it’s actually pretty great. Close to where I live. Good hours. I really like it.”

“That’s nice to hear,” I replied and ran my towel across the back of my sweaty neck.

She licked her bottom lip—and I’m not joking—I damn near came.

Those. Fucking. Lips.

“Okay. I’ll let you get back to it. I just wanted to say hello before I left. Also, I’m going to the Mill tonight. Maybe, if I see you there, I’ll buy you a drink. You know? Pay you back for the coffee.”

My head started shaking before she even finished speaking. “No, you don’t have to do that.” I waved a yielding hand. “No.”

“Stop. I insist. Hopefully, I’ll see you tonight.” She turned on her heel and sauntered off, and before she went out the door, she gave me a look over her shoulder. Of course, my eyes were still on her, but I didn’t care if she caught me.

I hadn’t done a single thing differently than I had on any other day. In fact, I’d made peace—somewhat—with the idea of just taking a break from dating altogether until after the wedding. Dana was the only woman I was interested in, and I was going to keep my word with Reuben.

But something was different. Dana had flirted with me, and she was damn good at it.

Let me tell you, it was not the best time to be off my game. I mean, come the fuck on. I wasn’t doing well. It wouldn’t have even mattered if Reuben told me to hold off with her or not. Every interaction with her was clumsy and not very smooth.

Only five minutes ago, I’d basically told her to fuck off when she startled me. Ladies love when you shout, “What do you want?” at them at seven thirty in the morning.

It was peculiar that she didn’t really seem to mind though. So odd, in fact, I was starting to question her judgment.

Why would she—after a full week of nothing—suddenly want to talk to me?

And offering to buy me a drink that night? I wasn’t on my game, but I’ll be damned if she wasn’t on hers.

I needed to be on my toes.

On my way to the office, I called Sam and made special arrangements for our two tables. The ladies would be seated close to the stage, and I requested that the guys be set up between them and the bar.

I had to be subtle, therefore the distance. I didn’t want to tip off my buddy that I was still very much interested in his fiancé’s best friend, and the obvious move would have been to ask for tables next to each other.

But think about it. It would be easier to catch her looking back at us. Additionally, she’d have to walk by our table if she needed something from the bar. All perfect instances of me—by all intents and purposes—not doing anything. Or so it would appear.

I could hang back and let her come to me, if she wanted.

I hoped she would. At least, that was the plan before she came right up to me in the middle of my workout. That changed my angle, reminded me I’d need to be cautious.

Dana Rogers wasn’t just some woman.

If she was into me as much as I was attracted to her, and she acted on it that night, I’d have a hell of a time resisting. One hell of a time.

It might not even be possible.
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It had been a productive work week, and I was looking forward to a night out.

I didn’t know a whole lot about music history, aside from the greatest rock band ever—Bon Jovi. I wasn’t much for current Top 40 artists, but I listened to music quite a bit and hoped that would be enough to at least pull my weight.

Nolan would be the anchor for our team, aptly and cleverly named Table Eleven. Our creativity knew no bounds. Even though he wasn’t great at coming up with names, he knew just about everything regarding rock bands from the seventies, eighties, and nineties. That had to count for something.

Reuben, on the other hand, knew about as much as I did. If it had to do with pop culture during our college years, he might have a fighting chance. We’d seen OAR six times. Okay? I’m sure you’re impressed.

The fourth guy on our team was Trevor. We really needed him if we wanted a fair shot. Surely, a seventeen-year-old as hip as he thought he was would know a thing or two about current trends in music, if they happened to pop up in the game.

When Nolan, Trevor, and I arrived, Reuben was already at our table. He was thumbing through the game packet reading through the rules. So, basically, just doing Reuben shit.

When no one was looking, I made a casual glance to the front, noticing the ladies’ table was already full. It should be noted, Dana looked so goddamned good that it took maximum effort to look away before I got busted.

“How was dinner?” Reuben asked.

“Good,” Trevor answered. “We ate on the other side. Reuben, could you please tell my father there’s more to a college than the gym and sports teams? He seems to think that I have to go to a BigTen University, and something tells me it has nothing to do with their teaching programs.”

The mention of schools had Nolan playing dumb all over again. “What? Oh, come on. They all have education courses.” He may be interested in their sports teams, but I knew he was more interested in a credible reason to visit Trevor when he was gone.

Honestly, I doubted Trevor would go that far, and I saw him choosing a smaller college anyway. He was basically raised by three frat guys—us. Additionally, he had more maturity at his age than the three of us in high school had—combined.

Thankfully, the college argument between the father and son was mostly avoided this time around since the emcees took the stage. The local morning radio show duo, our local celebrity hosts, didn’t waste any time, and after a brief recap of the rules, the game began.

Hindsight proved me right. It was convenient that the table where Dana sat was situated between us and the stage. There were plenty of opportunities to admire that woman.

Her jeans fit like they were made for her. She wore her hair straighter than I’d seen it before, and it hung long against her back. It almost looked redder against the silky ivory, thinly strapped shirt she had on.

The challenge was looking away appropriately. I didn’t want to get caught, but my odds weren’t great. The more she laughed, the harder it was to tear my eyes off her.

The first round went quickly. Out of ten points, we’d earned a whopping three. I didn’t care.

“If they come back around, grab me a Sam Adams. I’ll be right back,”

During the game, Mom had left me a text message saying to call her when I got a chance. So I headed out into the common area between the two sides of the Mill where people mingled between east and west, and I found a quiet spot off to the far end to call her back.

“Do you remember our neighbors from when we lived on Brant Road?” she asked as soon as she picked up the line.

“Yeah, the Browns. Right?”

“Yes. Them. They had a dog,” she continued, taking me with her down the rabbit hole. “It was white and brown. Barked all the damn time, the little shit.” She laughed, and I laughed along with her as I looked out the glass wall into the night.

“I remember. She could go all night. That bitch never shut up,” I said thinking of all of the sleepless nights from my youth.

I heard a throat clear behind me, and I adjusted my focus to look in the reflection in the window. Dana.

“Hold on a second,” I told my mom quickly and pressed the phone against my chest as I spun around to acknowledge her.

The expression on her face was sour, then she looked at my phone, and I realized how what I’d said must have sounded.

Dear God, will I ever say the right thing around her?

She rolled her eyes, and then walked down the hall, heading toward the ladies’ room.

I would have liked to follow her and explain, but that wasn’t going to make it any better. Besides, she’d be coming back out soon enough, which gave me time to get off the damn phone with my mother.

“Hey, did you need something?” I asked, bringing the cell to my ear again.

“Oh, not really. I was just trying to remember that dog’s name. Craig and I were just watching TV and there was one like it on a show.” I was sure I didn’t have the only mother who called for dumb shit like that, but her timing had reached a new level of bad.

“Fizzy, Mom.”

“Fizzy! That’s right. Thank you. Craig, it was Fizzy, honey.” He said something back, but I couldn’t hear him clearly. “Okay, Cord. Sorry to bother you. What are you up to tonight anyway?”

“Out with Nolan and Reub. Trivia at the Mill.”

“That sounds fun. I’ll let you get back to it. Talk to you later, sweetie. I love you.”

I took a seat on the deep window ledge and replied. “Love you too. Bye.” No more did I end the call before I heard heels clicking against the floor walking toward me.

My eyes locked on hers.

Where she’d looked mildly offended only a few minutes earlier, she seemed fine as she strolled back my way.

“How do you do that?” I asked as she stopped in front of me, a tiny gold purse swinging from her wrist.

“Do what?”

“Catch me at the wrong times.” I chuckled through my humiliation. “I was talking about an actual dog—a minute ago. The noisy bitch? I was on the phone with my mom.”

Dana shrugged like she could care less if I did or didn’t say something completely chauvinistic or not.

I added, “I hope you don’t think I talk about women like that?”

She looked toward the doors to the west room. “I’m not too worried about it. We should get back in there. The break is probably over. I only came out here because the line to the bathroom was really long inside.”

“Okay,” I said and pushed away from the wall.

In the heels she wore, she was close to my shoulder’s height, but not quite. Walking beside her made me feel like a giant.

Before we got back to the entrance, I reiterated, “I don’t want you to think I’m some asshole who can’t have a simple conversation. Believe it or not, I can behave like a normal person.”

She tipped her head up, one eyebrow arched. Her hand found my elbow, and I delved down into her sapphire colored eyes.

Then, I watched her lips as she quietly asked, “Who said I wanted to talk?”

Shit.
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Ho bag. See also: Dana Rogers.

I’d never been so forward in all my stupid life.

Sure, it felt kind of empowering. Women should own their sexuality and go after what they want and all that shit. And I’d always believed that—in theory.

However, in practice, I’d never been so blunt or obviously came onto a guy.

Was it because I had completely taken the possibility of anything more than a fling with Cord off the table on my own terms? There’d be no surprise disappointment. I wasn’t expecting anything emotional, and, therefore, didn’t mind admitting to myself that I was interested in something physical.

Super physical, to be exact.

Because, you know, one last hoorah.

Oddly enough though, when he acted like a nut job was when I found him the sexiest. His expressions were priceless. They were hilarious and endearing, which gave him this awkward charm.

For clarity, I did not want to like him; I did not need to like him.

So, while it sounded slutty as hell when I pretty much told him talking was overrated, I really just needed him to shut up. Because the more of a fool he made of himself when he talked to me, the more he seemed like a normal guy. And, dammit, the more I kind of liked him—which wasn’t part of my plan.

It was all part of his tricky game, but I wasn’t falling for it.

No, talking to him would only get me right back where I was. Single, lonely, and, as embarrassing as it was, kind of desperate.

If I played my cards right, Cord Taylor would be the exclamation point at the end of a very long, very disappointing sentence that was my dating life as I’d known it. After him, I’d accept that if I couldn’t have the crazy chemistry I’d always sought after, so be it. There was more to life than physical attraction.

I’d always desired the hot and heavy stuff mixed with devotion and respect. Mixed with fondness and reliability. It was just time to focus on what was really important factors in those combinations.

You know? It’s what’s on the inside that counts and all that other mushy feel-good Becca stuff.

Meh. It didn’t sound very sexy.

Did it make me a bad girl because I appreciated beautiful men? I didn’t think so, but, for fuck’s sake, that wasn’t getting me anywhere. Equivocally, Cord—awkward and endearing as he was—wasn’t going to get me anywhere either. Not with a body and a smile like that.

I was thinking about all of this, giving myself a silent pat on the back for being so on top of my shit after leaving him with his mouth open in the doorway, when I met Jodi in the narrow path back to our table near the stage. She had her purse over her arm and her keys in hand.

“Hey, where are you going?” I asked.

“Matt just texted me. Max won’t stop crying—it’s probably his ears again. It’s driving Matt crazy. He wanted to know how much longer he had to babysit.”

My head almost exploded on her behalf. “Babysit? Isn’t that his kid?”

“Exactly.” She rolled her eyes. “Anyway, if Max isn’t feeling well I better go anyway. I’m sorry. I’ll call you.” She gave me a quick hug and nodded over my shoulder. “Cord looks good tonight.” She knew me. Well, she knew the Old Dana.

“He’s just a man, and men are dumb.”

“Yeah. Stupid dicks,” she jested as she squeezed past me.

“I got you another Captain,” Becca said when I took Jodi’s seat beside her instead of the one I’d left. “Did Jodi tell you what Matt said?”

“Yeah, I hate him right now. I don’t know why he’s being such a douche.”

Becca gave me one of those she-has-her-suspicions looks, but I didn’t ask her to elaborate. For the first time in a while, Becca and I were out together, and even if we didn’t know Jodi’s friend very well, we still had two more rounds left of that hard as hell game.

Eventually, Amber what’s-her-face, our fourth, wandered off, which left our two-person team sucking big time. It wasn’t long before we quit keeping our score and before we knew it, both of us were on our phones. Becca checked her email, and I scrolled through social media, game night had gone tits up.

Then I got a private Facebook message from across the room.

 

CORD: Are you winning?

ME: No. We suck.

CORD: We’re not very good either. Want to go to the east side and have a few drinks?

ME: <thumb>

CORD: K.

 

This time, instead of scowling at my phone, the thumb and K made me smile. Dammit.

By that time, Becca had moved on to playing Candy Crush … at the bar. I must have been awesome company.

Hanging out with the guys didn’t sound bad.

I know what you’re thinking. Make up your mind. I told you, I was an addict. Okay? Get off my ass.

“Hey, let’s go to the other side. I don’t want to play anymore, but I don’t want to go home yet.” I threw my phone in my wristlet, downed the last of my drink, and popped a piece of ice in my mouth.

She stretched to look over the heads of a few people in the direction of where the guys’ table was and said, “Yeah, let’s go see if they’re done, too.”

When her face lit up, I looked behind me instinctually.

There, across the bar, was Reuben. He mimed something to her. I hadn’t caught the first part, but it ended with him biting his lip, squinting, and making a thrusting motion.

Becca beamed back at him, then motioned toward the door.

He shook his bottle in the air and then held up two fingers.

She drank the rest of hers and nodded.

Over my shoulder, I saw him wink at her. It was like some form of sign language for couples.

Good for them.

My wandering eyes glanced over at Cord, which was easy because he was the tallest guy around. By the looks of it, he’d witnessed some of their interactions too because I couldn’t hear or tell what he said to Becca’s soon-to-be husband, but Reuben flipped him off.

“Come on.” Becca tapped my arm. She’d already packed up and was waiting for me to get up and go. “We’ll meet them over there.”
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I always thought of the east side at the Mill the more laid back, quieter side of the two.

I’d been wrong. That side was buzzing with people.

Our small group of Nolan, Cord, the lovebirds, and me kept the bartender busy. He was good too. Always quick to get my drink refilled.

Becca and I sat at the end, with our backs to the bar, and talked with the friends. Reuben and Nolan gave Cord shit about everything. I mean everything. From teasing him about how many women he’d dated to being a momma’s boy. More than a few times I’d thought ouch, but Cord didn’t get upset. He laughed and took his punches.

“I’ve got to open the gym tomorrow, guys. I’m out,” Nolan stated as he finished his beer.

I looked at my phone. Midnight.

Since we’d been in a group situation, I hadn’t really had much of a chance to flirt with Cord aside from a well-timed smile here and there. The more I watched Becca and Reuben together, coupled with the more I drank, I became surer about what I wanted.

What I needed to do.

Right after I did Cord, that was. He was so fine.

My buzz had me questioning: Why couldn’t he be like a normal guy in a hot guy body. You know? Like, I wanted him to be thoughtful and attentive. Playful and flirty. And totally into me, of course.

He was just too handsome for all of that. Once, while they were teasing him, he tipped his chin up and did this quick eyebrow lifty thing at me. It was like a wink, but with his eyebrows.

Just once. Really fast.

I swear I got wet.

It was completely biological, and the sooner I got him—and his kind—out of my system, the better. I could move on with my life, just like Becca and Reuben were ready to move on home from the bar right after Nolan did. It didn’t look like Reuben wanted to go, but she whispered something in his ear, and the poor guy was a goner.

“Do you want to catch a ride out with us, Dana?” Reub asked. “Cord probably has a booty call to get to.”

Cord smacked him on the shoulder, finally defending himself, and warned, “That’s enough. Knock it off.” He used a tone I hadn’t heard from him until then.

Becca looked mortified and pulled Reuben away. “I’ll call you tomorrow. I better get Mouthy here home.”

Then, it was just us. Exactly what I’d hoped for.

I spun on the stool to face the bar, and Cord took the seat beside me. Without motioning or saying anything to the bartender, he was already there, and I pushed my glass toward him.

“Another?” he asked and smiled.

I nodded and replied, “And whatever he wants.”

I wasn’t cut out for the ho life. And although things were going as I’d planned, it didn’t feel that great. Still, when I angled my head to the side and caught Cord looking at me, running his long fingers over his lips like he was contemplating something, I absolutely wanted to be that something.

“I’ll have another Sam Adams,” he said to the bartender but didn’t take his eyes off me. For minutes, he held me there—a staring contest which started casually enough.

Have you ever been locked in a gaze and it’s almost like a conversation all by itself?

A squint.

A brow flinch.

A slow blink.

A nod.

A slight raise of a half-grin.

It was almost too personal. Maybe even dangerous.

“What?” I finally asked and forfeited the game for a sip of my drink.

“You’re up to something.” Cocksure, wasn’t he?

I shook my head and ran my finger through the sweat on my glass. “No, I’m not.”

“I know women, and you’re up to something.”

“You don’t know me.” I liked it better when he was just hot and kind of goofy. Alone at the bar with him, I felt like I was at a disadvantage. Maybe it was the drinks.

He explained, “I know you’re trying to figure something out.”

Yeah. My life.

“Well, since you know so much, why don’t you enlighten me? Please, Mr. Taylor. Tell me about me.” I turned in my seat and crossed my legs, which weren’t even long enough to touch the ground so they perched on the rung of the stool.

He leaned back and appraised me.

I tried not to show him how uncomfortable it made me being that brazen. You probably think brazen? She’s just sitting at a bar having a drink, but it was more than that. There was something getting hotter between us, and I was the one stoking it.

I had to remind myself it was just for one night.

After that night, I wasn’t planning on seeing Cord, aside from wedding stuff. Besides, according to his friends and my instincts, he probably had a long line of all those women he knew waiting to get with him.

For me, sitting there letting him try to pick me apart, was a vulnerability I’d never felt. I rolled my neck to shake off the quelling anxiety the situation caused. To pull his attention elsewhere, to distract him away from my eyes, I lifted the glass to my mouth and made a slutty show of taking a drink from the thin straw.

Just call me Captain Whore-gan.

“That would be too easy.” He clenched his jaw and the muscles where his profile made that perfect cut, flexed as he thought. “It’ll be more fun watching you figure it out on your own.”

Well, la-di-freaking-da.

Where did this mack daddy persona all of the sudden come from? From all our run-ins before, I hadn’t seen so much machismo. Naturally, it only made me want him all the more. It also reminded me why he would most likely be the last man of his kind that I’d let myself enjoy.

“Figure what out exactly?” I asked and quirked my right brow.

In turn, his eyebrow rose to match mine. Then he answered slowly, “What it is you want from me.”

I couldn’t let him know how this conversation was affecting me. The pressure in my chest. How each word he spoke sent tingles fleeting across my skin. How I tried to hide the nervousness shaking my fingers each time I took a drink. It was impossible to think we were talking about the same thing.

Wait. We were. Sex. That’s what we were both talking about.

Not feelings. Not more.

Just. Sex.

“Well, whatcha got?” I asked.

His eyes lit, they screamed challenge accepted.

I’d come there with the intention of using him as a bookend on my fickle and scattered relationship status. I hadn’t been too sure earlier, but as the last of the rum and Coke ran down my throat, I was confident he’d make my last tryst a memorable one.

He slanted his wrist to check the time. “Do you want to get out of here?”

I was getting what I asked for.
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Everything I knew about women was complete and utter bullshit.

Dana broke all the rules, and all my experiences went right out the damn window.

I’d always thought I’d want someone who was a little shy, but confident. She was bold, but there was something about her boldness that made me question if she wasn’t just putting on a show.

Maybe it was how, when I asked her to leave with me, something that all her signals were pointing to, it seemed to surprise her. Her eyes widened, and she sucked in a deep breath. I didn’t know what to think.

Seriously. The woman flirted with me at the gym, basically asked me out. Told me she wanted to do more than just talk. Then hung around until last call with me. All arrows pointed to she wanted … uh … the goods.

That wasn’t going to happen.

Had I not given my word to Reub, I would have fallen for it right away. I wouldn’t have given sleeping with her a second thought. Like I said before, I didn’t initiate sex with women I’d only met, but I’m not a fan of denying someone what they want either.

On top of that, I wanted her so fucking bad.

Then again, there was something telling me that wasn’t the real her, and with sex off the table, my eyes were wide open. It allowed me to pick up on some interesting things. Details. Clues. She was a puzzle, and I wanted more. However, without getting physical, I needed something else to do at midnight that would stretch out our time together.

I’d been drinking, so I’d have to come back for my truck, and I wasn’t about to let her drive. So I had Danny, the bartender who I’d watched make her drinks a little too strong, call the cab for us. The impulse to say, “That’s right, Cocktail. She’s leaving with me,” had been damn near irresistible, but I held back.

Her demeanor changed as we walked out of the Mill East, but thankfully over the past few hours mine had too. Her aggressiveness had faded, and I wasn’t that bumbling idiot I’d been before.

Dana seemed almost delicate, but I knew she’d be all right.

I’d make certain of it.

“That was fast,” I said as we walked out into the warm early summer night. The familiar cab was already pulled over at the entrance for us.

“Yeah,” she said. “Tell me about it.”

She stepped aside with her head down when she saw me reaching for the door. I held it open and absentmindedly touched the small of her back as she got in.

That was a mistake. I was trying to be on my best behavior and touching her didn’t help.

It was alarming how far over she scooted. My chest pinched.

Was this the same woman who was licking her straw and giving me fuck eyes only minutes before?

“Are you going where I am?” I asked to confirm with her that she really wanted to go with me.

She didn’t verbalize an answer, but instead nodded. Her body language was different now that we were leaving together.

“You know where I’m going, Jared?” It wasn’t the first time he’d picked me up, and I only ever went one place that late at night.

“Yeah, but you’re taking her?”

We knew where, but Dana didn’t. I almost lost it and came clean, but then I saw some of her feistiness spark back to life. She shot me a fantastic look—half playfully outraged, half truly insulted.

“Yes, I’m taking Dana with me.” I gave her a reassuring grin. She gave me one back, but it was contrite.

“All right. All right. Just asking.” Jared moved the gear shifter, and off we went. We weren’t traveling far, but every second that passed I could hear her breathing speed up. Inhaling through her nose and exhaling out her mouth. Her leg bounced beside mine. Visibly nervous.

Then she scrolled through her phone as we rode, but I didn’t bother looking, not wanting to add to her anxiety. So I rode quietly beside her, staring out the window.

When we pulled up, I nudged her leg with my knee. After the sound of an outgoing message whooshed through the cab, she looked up.

Her sudden laugh was a precious gift and the only evidence I needed to confirm I’d made the right call.

She inched closer to look out my window. “You’ve got to be joking.”

“I am most certainly not joking, Red.”

“The Waffle House?” She smacked my arm. “Sorry. Are you serious?”

I nodded and pulled the handle on the door. “Do you like it?”

“I hate being called Red, but I think you mean the restaurant. And, as far as that goes, I have no clue. Never been to one.”

“How is that even possible?” I asked, but her tiny hands were already pushing me to get out.

She stared up at the building and its big yellow and black letters. The U, S, and E were blinking off and on, and it kind of looked like Waffle Ho.

“Well, we didn’t have one in Colby where I grew up,” she explained.

Her mood seemed to have changed again. Already tonight she’d been coy, flirty, and passive, but the expression she wore as I helped her out of the car looked the most natural. And, although mildly intoxicated, I took the bounce in her step as further proof it was a good move.

We walked in, and there were two seats at the counter, but I liked the tiny booths best, and one was almost available. The people were getting up to pay and leave.

Calvie-Jay caught my eye, and I pointed to the almost vacant booth where I normally sat. He went back to doing his thing.

I continued our conversation as I waited for the table. “Okay, so you didn’t have one back home which makes sense, but what about college? After late night? It’s the Waffle House for crying out loud.”

Her blue eyes tipped up at me, and she answered, “What can I say? I’m a Taco Bell girl. After midnight, I run for the border.” I liked this version of her better than all the others. She wasn’t standoffish, but she didn’t seem like she was putting on an act either.

It felt like the real her. I’d been attracted to her since the moment I’d first saw her, but it was her personality that kept me wanting more. On my toes. Made me curious. The glimpse of the lighthearted side of her pleased me.

After letting two young guys who were on their way out past us, I let her go in front of me to the empty booth. She slid in and genuinely looked excited about it. She glowed as she took in the bustling atmosphere of one of my favorite places.

“Cordy, porgie. Puddin’ pie. Kissed the girls and made ‘em cry,” sang Calvie-Jay as he handed us two menus over the half wall that separated the dining area from the open-air kitchen. I didn’t need one, but I took it anyway.

“Hey, Calvie-Jay,” I said.

“Coffee and water, for you?” he confirmed. Then he jumped back and pretended he was shocked that I had a date. Then again, maybe he was shocked. I’d never been there with anyone except the guys and mom.

“Honey, you know you don’t have to sit there. The seating is limited, but surely you could have found something more desirable to look at while you eat.”

I’d heard him say it to women before. Dozens of times.

Always, the lady could do better.

Always, they’d laugh and look sympathetically at their male date—who would instantly benefit from being the butt of Calvie-Jay’s joke.

Dana could do better, and that was a fact.

Her hand covered her lips as she attempted to control her laugh. When she failed, her fingers slid down her neck, and she leaned forward with a pouty bottom lip.

I had to shift in the miniature booth. My obsession with her lips was getting intense. So was how my body—specifically my cock—reacted to them.

Thanks, Calvie-Jay.

After a few seconds, she smiled at the thin man who’d been serving me breakfasts nearly my whole life. She peeked around me at the other table searching for something, and when she finally saw what she was looking for, she requested, “I’ll have two coffees.”

He cocked his head sharply. “What are you talking about two coffees? Girl, you get free refills.”

“I’ll drink the first one really fast. Your mugs are small. I’ll just need two to start, please.”

Calvie-Jay shook his head like he’d had the daylights knocked out of him. “Now that’s a new one.” His dark eyes grew big, and he gave me a closed mouth smile before he left.

If it weren’t for the glassiness in her eyes and the gentle sway of her shoulders that never stopped, Dana would have looked perfectly sober. She’d had a few strong drinks that I knew of and certainly a few more at the girls’ table. Food was a good idea.

She read the menu and took a deep breath. It was a lot to take in the first time.

I could have watched her read the laminated sheet all night, but I made a split-second decision and went out on a limb.

“Do you want to try something?”

She squinted, and her eyes roamed my face. “Like what?” Her expression was priceless, and there was no telling what she had running through her mind.

“Let me order for you.”

Her mouth pinched to the side, and her knee began to bounce again, shaking the whole tiny booth.

She put the menu on the table and asked, “Why would I do that? You don’t know what I like.” Her pretty lips puckered, punctuating her sassy challenge.

I shrugged and shifted in my seat again. A brief reappearance of one of the fantasies I’d had of her—okay, mostly her mouth—flashed through my mind. It was just going to take some time for me to get used to looking at her and what the sight of her did to me. Why had I ever thought eating with her would help that?

“I know,” I admitted. “I was going to show you what I like.”

She outright laughed in my face. “Oh, my God. Cut the crap.”

“What crap?” I sat back as far as I could in the small bench seat.

“This nice, normal guy crap. Okay? You don’t have to do all of this.”

Calvie-Jay left our drinks then ran away, obviously overhearing our conversation.

“That’s not what I’m doing.”

“Cord, I don’t know if it’s the rum or what, but can I just be honest? I wasn’t born yesterday. Guys—who look like you—don’t do all of this.” Both of her index fingers swirled in the air. “They don’t have to.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Or maybe I did, but I wasn’t sure how it applied to me and her grabbing a late-night meal.

“Seriously? Okay. Fine. When was the last time you brought a girl to the Waffle House?”

Whoa. She had some fucked up Jedi mind trick skills.

Honestly, I answered, “Never.”

“Right. Because you’re hot. Stupid hot, in fact.” She pretty much chugged the first tiny cup, black—no cinnamon. When she placed the empty mug on the table, she said, “Oh shit, that’s good. Anyway, I win.”

Was she right or wrong?

What?

“You win at what?” I tapped my foot as I thought.

She stated, “I’m the first girl you’ve brought here.”

Wasn’t that a good thing?

She perched her chin on her clasped hands, gloating and beautiful. “I can see right through this.”

“Listen, Feisty P.I., I just want to order. I’m hungry.”

“Feisty P.I.?” she smarted back. I liked it.

“Well, it’s a good name for you seeing as how you’re interrogating me.”

Her face softened, but just by half. “I’ll stop if you just call me by my name and admit that I’m right.”

Between you and me, she was wrong. Maybe not about men in general, but entirely wrong about me. I’d have to change her mind about that, and it wasn’t going to magically happen. Plus, I was hungry.

“Deal. Now, Dana. Will you. Let me. Order for. You?”

Calvie-Jay was back, but he didn’t interrupt.

I reassured her, “Just trust me, then if you don’t like it—if you absolutely hate it—you can order something else. And I’ll owe you one.”

It was a loaded statement, but I’d love to owe her one. Win or lose, I didn’t care.

“Okay,” she answered reluctantly and looked up at our server, waiting to hear her dining fate.

“Calvie-Jay, we’d like two waffles. All the way.” I pointed at Dana. “One half and half.”

Dana quickly looked back at her menu, her wavy copper hair falling on either side of her face as she scoured to find what it was I’d ordered. She had no idea.

Calvie looked skeptical, but answered, “Damn. Okay.” Then he was gone again.

While they prepared our food, I wanted to circle back to something she’d said. Specifically, the thing about her thinking I was hot.

“You seem to think you know a lot about—and I quote—hot guys. Care to share how that’s going for you?”

After giving up on finding what I’d ordered on her menu, she started on her second cup of coffee.

“Not great, but I’ve decided to cut back. That’s how I know this whole act you’re playing isn’t real. You don’t have to do the whole sweet, interested, take-the-girl-to-a-Waffle-House bit. Guys like you get what they want without the whole production. Besides, you’re in luck because I want what you do.”

I was partly offended that she thought I was such a dick, and partially doing high-fives in my head because—you know—she thought I was hot. Plus, she wanted to do what she thought I wanted to do and I desperately wanted to know in detail what that was.

Making sure to use the right pronoun, I said, “They don’t always get what they want.”

She gathered her hair to one side, twisted it together, then put it behind her back. “I left the bar with you, didn’t I?”

It was a good point, which opened another door for me. “Why did you leave with me?” If she was done with guys like me, why was she so interested? It didn’t add up.

Dana sat back in her seat and drew a deep breath. “Because I want to have sex with you too.”

Dear God, those words did something to me, and I had to shake my head to file them away before I jumped her fine ass right there in the diner. My blood raced through my veins.

Dana Rogers was proving to be different and completely unexpected. So much so, that every experience I’d had with the opposite sex was, one by one, being proven wrong. How was I supposed to argue that I didn’t want to bang her brains out when I really did? It was confusing as shit.

Was there a glitch in the Matrix?

She sipped from her mug, and without looking at me, added, “Why else would you be doing all this?”

I didn’t want to sound defensive, because really I wasn’t. Still, I wanted to know why she had such a rude image of me. “Exactly. If that’s all I want, then why didn’t I just take you back to my place?”

“Yeah, that kind of stumped me too.” Her slim fingers unwrapped a bundle of silverware, and she placed the paper napkin on her lap. “I think you’re a good guy. So maybe you just didn’t want to fuck a drunk girl?” Her voice rose at the end signaling she was guessing.

God, was she right about me? I’d never been the type of guy to hook up with a woman who was wasted. Ultimately, that was correct, but she had my intentions all wrong.

“Are you that drunk?” I asked, reaching for a defense.

“No. The Captain and I are friends. We go way back. I’m usually cool as long as I don’t do shots. I can’t handle them. I get sick. If I stick to rum, I’ll get buzzed, but I know my limit.” She perked up, seemingly having a new notion. “Wait. Are you drunk? Is that why we’re here? Are you trying to sober up?”

I’d had too much to drive. Sure. Too much to fuck? No way.

“I know what you’re getting at, and I’m not drunk, but I should eat before I drive.”

Carrying two dishes piled high, Calvie-Jay said, “Two hot, all the way waffles. One half and half.” He sat our plates in the right spots, and I couldn’t take my eyes off her face. “Need anything else?”

I answered, “I’m good.”

“No, thank you,” she mumbled, staring pie-eyed at her plate. “What in the fresh hell is this?”

I chuckled, but my stomach growled louder, smelling the heaping plate of food.

She poked her strange concoction. “What did I get myself into?” Her hands lifted to sit on top of her head. “Holy shit.”

Admittedly, it was a bizarre mixture and a lot to process the first time. When she finally looked at me, I took pity.

“Okay, so you’ve got a waffle—the best waffle, in my opinion.” I ran through house slang for the ingredients as I saw them. “It’s covered, peppered, diced, caped, smothered, chunked, country, and topped. Basically, the all the way hash browns, except on a waffle.”

She laughed heartily, and I didn’t want her to stop, so I explained more. “That’s gravy, chili, ham, mushrooms, onions, tomatoes, jalapeno, and cheese.”

“…and a waffle in a pear tree,” she sang.

I chuckled and explained, “I got mine all together, but I ordered yours half and half. Gravy on one side, chili on the other. Just in case.”

“In case of what?” She held her forehead with her small hand as she poked and studied the monster before her.

“In case you’re picky,” I teased. Aside from the part where she thought I was a misogynistic prick, it was a great time.

She didn’t freak out too much, which was noble. My beautiful companion was cautious but didn’t shy away. Before her first bite, she waged, “If I don’t like this, then you owe me one. Remember, you took that bet.”

“I did.” Preparing to dig in, I readied my fork. “You haven’t even tried it yet. Give it a chance.”

She watched as I cut into one lane of my waffle, loaded up, and then took the always epic, inaugural bite.

“Here goes nothing,” she alleged, taking a section from the gravy side of her plate.

We held eye contact while she chewed. She went back for more, next taking a heaping forkful from the chili side. Then she dug into the center.

Dana gave nothing away, and I ate quietly.

“Why the waffle instead of hash browns?” she asked a few minutes later after getting a drink. I wasn’t sure how well she liked my choice.

I wiped my mouth. “Well, I love the waffles and the all the way, but when I ordered waffles and hash browns all the way, it was too much food. So one time, I asked if they could make me an all the way waffle, and they did.”

While I ate more, she looked around. One of the coolest parts of the Waffle House was watching the cooks behind the counter shout and prepare the orders. I tried not to study her, tried not staring too long each time my eyes landed on her, but who knows if I was successful or not. She was so damn easy to look at.

Finally, she smiled, but it turned into a slow, relaxed laugh as she shook her head at me.

“So, Rum-punzel, how did you like going all the way?”

I was half being a shit, using the double entendre cheaply, but I was half actually curious too. Not only had I never brought a date to one of my favorite places, but no one outside of my inner circle knew about my weirdest guilty pleasure.

“The name’s Dana, and, sadly for you, you owe me one.” Her grin was radiant which didn’t support her negative review. “And you’ve got cheese on your lip,” she added. Then she showed me where to hunt for it by swiping her tongue over the corner of her mouth.

I hadn’t won the bet, but that damn mouth of hers made the loss bittersweet.

Okay. Mostly sweet.
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His warm brown eyes were on me all night, and they’d all but melted away my ridiculous slut act.

Every once in a while, it was like he was feeding me schmaltzy lines, but I had to admit that he was a lot of fun to be around. Then again, that was probably because I craved that kind of relationship. You know?

Like I was romanticizing everything he did and said because I was thirsty for it.

Crazy people do that to reality. I was for sure crazy, and even though I’d given up on my floundering ho skills, it felt like I could just tell him the truth.

Well, some of the truth—I may have fudged about one tiny thing.

Nevertheless, after that night, who would give a fuck if the waffle extravaganza was actually delicious, and that I’d lied so I’d have something over him? My fingers had been crossed under the table. I’d let him believe I didn’t like my food and use it as sexual ransom.

So. Fucking. What. I had needs.

Besides, I’d have plenty of time to visit the Waffle House on my own and eat the whole damn plate. He’d be none the wiser.

Hell, maybe afterward that night—and after some time to lessen the awkward—it would be fun having someone to talk to at all the couple-slash-wedding things in our immediate future.

In my really fucking immediate future, I was going to see about cashing in on how he owed me one.

Cord had his act down to a science. He was both charming and charismatic, which only reminded me of what giving up on playboy men would offer me, and it drove home that I was making the right decision.

That did nothing to erase the fact that I was crazy attracted to him. From how the small booth made him look even bigger, to the sexy glimmer in his eyes when he laughed, and, after all, he was right there—within reach.

See my trouble? It was impossible to not want him.

But we were adults, and, bearing in mind it clearly wasn’t leading anywhere, why waste time pretending? And, since he was cool and easy to talk to, I was just going to lay it out there for him again because he’d sort of dismissed my sexual invitation at the restaurant—when I found the right time.

Problem was: I was running out of time and in danger of saying fuck it, going home, and indulging in a naughty fantasy starring him and my hand.

The second—and most alarming—problem was: This little spot just under the collar of his shirt where I could see just the smallest part of his clavicle and a few chest hairs.

And his big hands.

And giant feet.

And the faint smell of whatever cologne he was wearing.

And he had a fresh haircut—you know all perfectly trimmed up around the sides and back.

And, odd as it was, there was this tiny sliver of a bald patch in his left eyebrow that I was intimately curious about.

In short, he did all the right things for me visually. I was a shallow two-bit hussy, but my need to jump the hell out of the tall, sexy, blond man was legit.

None of you bitches would have blamed me or stood a chance either. Trust me.

The Waffle House got busier since most of the bars in the area had closed, and soon we jumped back into the waiting cab. With each mile and turn, my anxiety doubled. I didn’t want to miss my chance. He returned us to The Mill parking lot and pulled up right next to a big black truck.

Cord leaned in and said gently, “I’m sober. I promise.” With one hand on the door, he grabbed mine with the other. It was unexpected causing my heart to race, and I nearly pulled away.

Hot guys usually aren’t the hold your hand type of dudes, so you can imagine my shock.

“You can take this cab home, if that would make you feel better, but I’d like to drive you there myself.”

I wasn’t sure how much he’d drank, but I’d completely sobered up. Additionally, it would buy me more time—and probably more problems.

I said, “Okay,” but it was very quiet, and I doubt the driver even heard me.

My throat was tight for some reason. I thought maybe I’d been getting a cold. My chest had felt weird all night, and I’d noticed hot flashes a time or two. Sweaty hands. Mild shortness of breath. Watery mouth. Dry lips. Wet panties—which was a new cold symptom for me, but who knows what’s floating around out there.

Would I be putting him in danger by having sex with him?

Ah. He was a big, strong man; he’d survive. I just hoped I would.

Since I hated giving directions and he had a GPS, when I was settled in his passenger seat, I plugged my address in and hit go. Wasn’t technology a blessing?

For all the balls I’d had earlier in the night, they’d sure shriveled up and drove down to the Keys. We stayed silent for the entire ride. Before long we were pulling up in front of my building, a huge townhouse that had been divided into three apartments—a basement, ground floor, and upstairs unit.

“This is where I live,” I said like a predictable fucking idiot.

Dana, how old are you? You’re a mature adult. Okay, an adult. There’s no shame in asking for what you want.

Yes, I’d do the adult thing.

He stretched his neck to check out my building through the windshield, and even his freaking neck tendons were striking.

I swallowed and took a breath. “Want to walk me to the door?”

Cord silently agreed and started to get out, but left his truck running. After his feet hit the pavement, I leaned over, turned off the ignition, and pulled out his keys.

While he held my truck door open for me, I stepped down and pressed the lock button. He didn’t say anything, but when he ran a hand over his flexing jaw, he seemed conflicted.

I didn’t let it deter me, and I walked up the short sidewalk with him right behind.

At my front door, I caught my breath again and asked politely, “Would you like to come inside?”

Although he still didn’t speak, his eyes were bombarding me with questions.

I felt woozy as I waited, but reminded myself I could do this. I could ask for what I wanted. He could always say no, and that would be that.

I persuaded, “The way I see it, I went all the way with a waffle—for you. Now you owe me. I’m not going to be a clingy chick. In fact, we never have to mention this night again. The thing is I want you to go all the way too—with me.”

In my defense, that had sounded way sexier in my head on the way there.

His eye brows lifted with his forehead, and he shifted his weight, putting one hand in his jean pocket. “Did you really just say that? It was literally the cheesiest line I’ve ever heard.” His smile lit my stoop, it was so big and white.

“Yeah. I know.” I couldn’t be offended or deny it, so I continued. “I don’t usually do this, okay? But I’m on the shot, I have condoms, and I’m clean.”

Living in 2017 was so romantic.

His expression was still hard to read. Jaw flex here, neck stretch there. His lips tight, he scanned my face through squinted brown eyes.

I was so damn nervous I thought my hands were going to shake right off my arms, but I’d already gotten that far. There was no turning back. “It’s just that I’ve made some life decisions lately, and I’m making a few big changes” I took a deep, courage summonsing breath and jumped off the cliff. “But first I want to have sex with you. Tonight.”

“Like a sex change?” he asked, and I nearly choked. That certainly wasn’t what I meant.

“No. Not a sex change.” I didn’t feel like getting into all the specifics or whatever at my door. I shook my head. “The changes don’t really matter. What matters—right now—is that I’m very attracted to you, and I’d like you to come inside with me.”

He scratched the back of his neck again.

“Basically, I want to hook up.” I’d never been more uncomfortable, never went out on a ledge like that.

Also, why in the fuck wasn’t he jumping at the offer? I’m no ten or anything, but I was a solid six or seven. Any other guy would have already had his hand up my shirt.

We stood there on my front porch next to my door, and it felt like hours were passing by.

Then there was a shift.

His warm caramel colored eyes grew dark, and his chest seemed to swell with each deep breath. Someone more intense than the man who’d been charming me appeared, and it was thrilling.

He took a step toward me and slumped to lean closer to my face, then he ran his thumb over my bottom lip. My eyes fell shut, but just for a second.

It felt so nice, but I needed to let him know he didn’t have to do all that wooing stuff. It would only complicate … well, everything.

His fingers slipped around to the back of my neck, and the contact made me feel like I needed extra support to hold my head up. His touch was just as intoxicating as his appearance.

“You don’t have to do all of this, Cord.”

His lips weren’t far from mine, but he still hadn’t kissed me. His breath sweetly tickled my face as he sighed.

I whispered, “I’ll be yours tonight. No empty promises. No sweet nothings in my ear. Just sex.”

I swallowed, and then lifted my gaze to meet his, but he was locked on my mouth. The heat from his stare dried my lips, enough that they needed licked. He was watching, so it felt like slow motion or like it was orchestrated, but the truth was they tingled where he’d touched them with his thumb. They begged for more attention.

When I wet them, he made an mmmm sound low in his throat.

In an effort to get closer to his mouth, because he was so much taller than me, I lifted up onto the balls of my feet, but it only got me a fraction closer since I was already wearing heels.

I was compelled to jump, attack him, but not on my porch. “Let’s go inside.”

I slowly broke the connection and opened the storm door which he held open as I unlocked the wooden door. Then his hand swept my hair off my neck to the side, and I felt two hot lips kiss the space where my neck and my left shoulder met.

Again, he made that sound.

Again, my eyes fluttered. The sensation of his mouth on me was heady, and I crooked my neck giving him more room to explore. My breathing became shallow, and I was lightheaded from the combination of him and the lack of oxygen.

After fumbling with the key for longer than I ever had before, the door was finally open. When I stepped forward, a hand met my hip, and he came with me step for step. I heard the screen door latching behind us followed by the sound of him shutting and locking my front door, which proved it was really happening.

All the while, his mouth never left me.

I was going to have the hottest sex with the even hotter Cord Taylor. Then I was going to grow up, lower my standards, and find someone who I was compatible with on more than just one level.

Sadly, I doubted they’d ever make me feel the way he did.
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One night? What in the hell was she talking about? One night.

Bull. Fucking. Shit.

That wasn’t going to be enough.

I hadn’t figured out what was going on in her head, but whatever it was didn’t feel just right. I didn’t want us to be some one-night stand. Furthermore, I wasn’t going to be some guy who she hooked up with before whatever plan she had went into effect.

So I wasn’t going to have sex with her. Probably.

Okay, I was going to do my damndest not to, but kissing her neck was a terrible way to start my whole not-fucking-her strategy.

Her hand ran over my fingers at her hip, and she rolled her head to the other side, inviting me to sample it in comparison. I loved how she relaxed against my touch. She was warm, and her skin was sweet, like licking ice cream off your fingers.

I moved her thick red hair to the other side. It smelled like flowers.

Roses? No. Lilacs or lavender. I’d have to look into that because it was the most inviting scent to ever fill my lungs.

Her right hand moved behind her and held onto my thigh. She fisted my jeans, then abruptly turned in my arms. I rose to my full height again, having bent to kiss her neck. Chest to chest, we had an obvious height difference.

She wasn’t small and fragile looking though. Instead, Dana was perfectly proportioned, but she was shy of the loftiness I needed to kiss her properly.

As it stood, if I picked her up to kiss her how I wanted, I was committing to something.

Less than sex, but more than just a kiss.

God, I needed her.

Cord, do not have sex with her.

Her hands roamed higher up my chest, and she stretched for me on her tiptoes.

I probably wasn’t going to fuck her.

According to her, I only had one night. That only reminded me I needed to make sure I didn’t let things go too far. Yet another reason to bide my time. Meanwhile, maybe I’d change her mind about whatever change she felt she had coming that obviously didn’t include me.

“Cord, please kiss me.”

What a request. She was sweet, even if she tried to hide it.

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“Yes. Don’t worry. I’m not expecting you to stay the night or do the cuddle thing.” I hated that she didn’t sound like she was lying, not that I knew her well enough to tell yet.

Where did she get this crazy idea of male propaganda?

What if I wanted to stay the night and do the cuddle thing, dammit?

Ultimately, I’d done those things before, but the idea of doing those things—with her—was ever more enticing.

Was she using reverse psychology? Did she want me to stay?

God. Women.

There was also a possibility I was over thinking everything. Because up until that very moment, that was all I’d been able to do. Think about her.

“Why not?” I asked.

She kissed my chest through my shirt and impatiently moved against me. “Don’t treat me like I’m a fool. I know what this is, and it’s what I want too. No strings attached. We don’t have to pretend we’re anything.”

Pretend? She was out of her gorgeous goddamned mind. However, I refused to take advantage of whatever it was she was going through in her irrational head.

She took my hand and pulled me to the couch, and I didn’t protest because I couldn’t help myself. I one hundred percent wanted to both fuck and not fuck her.

How in the hell did she do that to me?

I wanted her, but not like that.

She wanted me, but only for the night.

I sat on the grey sofa, and she lowered to the ottoman facing me. Her knees pressed together beside my legs, and I had the strong urge to part them and lift her to my lap.

While I fought the fantasy of doing just that, she cupped my cheeks and inched closer, drawing my face to hers.

First, it was a quick press of her warm mouth to mine. Then she pulled away and looked at me.

I never would have guessed I’d reserved that much control. I wanted her so much, and adrenaline surged to every corner of my body.

Was I going to fuck her?

Again, her lips momentarily met mine, so lightly. Then twice again before she tilted her head to change the angle.

I forced myself to breathe and think of other things until I was confident I’d be able to control myself.

My truck needs an oil change.

I’m out of trash bags at home.

Convince Reuben he needs a bachelor party.

The wedding.

Yeah, she’ll be there. In a dress.

And just like that, her felonious mouth stole my attention.

Kiss. Tilt. Kiss.

That time it was faster, and there was more urgency behind it.

My baser instincts came to life, and I reacted, deepening the kiss. My arms followed suit, and reaching out for her, they ran up the outsides of her thighs in an attempt to bring her even closer.

Her mouth opened and she kissed my top lip and then the bottom one just the same. She was an expert kisser. After each feminine, yet deliciously aggressive move, she’d slow and let me lead. It was a seductive push and pull.

I needed vigilance because I didn’t want her the way she’d mentioned and refused to let her think I was all about some one-night stand kind of end game. Then there was the promise I’d given to Reuben. If she hadn’t been so hell-bent on hooking up, I might not have been about to break my word.

Yet, there we were. Her pulling my shirt over my head; me doing the same to her. Two firm legs straddled mine as she climbed over me and pushed me farther into the cushions. It had been too easy to wrap my arms around her warm skin and feel her glorious fucking mouth on my neck.

Oh, don’t fuck her, Cord.

Once. She said once.

I tried to slow down, and moved my hands from her ribs to her cheeks and pulled back a bit to catch some air. There’d be no sex, but when I looked into her eyes, I was driven to find a compromise.

I could please her before I left, and enjoy doing it. So that wouldn’t really count.

Dana fought me for more and greedily deepened each kiss, nearly killing me as she swept her tongue over mine. Clever fingers left my neck and wandered to my belt.

“Slow down,” I pleaded. Inside my head looked like a video game right before you’re about to die and the screen flashes red as a warning.

Flash. She just rubbed against my dick.

Flash. Fuck. She’s fast with a buckle.

“I can’t stop, Cord.”

Son of a bitch. Game over.

I gave up, not able to hold back any longer. The urge to kiss her like I really fucking wanted to was too damn powerful. Swiftly, I moved her hands behind her and held them together with one of mine.

“Is this okay?” I didn’t want to make her uncomfortable, and I usually saved my bondage-for-beginners moves until the second date—that was a joke. Still, I needed to literally take measures into my own hands if I was ever going to make it out of that night alive and unfucked.

That was the mission I accepted.

She tested my hold, then the sexiest smile spread across her face. From the position I was holding her in, her breasts heaved forward in the lacy white bra she wore.

She was the fucking devil with lips kissed pink, and I’d never wished to vacation in Hell more than in that single moment. I caught her mouth with mine quickly, mostly to force myself to stop staring. I tightly shut my eyes to escape the provocative vision of her.

Meanwhile, in my pants, my dick protested, threatened to emancipate from my body, and then sue me for negligence.

After a few seconds, I marginally found my bearings.

Usually, I didn’t open my eyes when I kissed, but for some reason, I did just that, and she was looking at me.

“Whoa. What are you doing?” I asked into her mouth around our kiss.

“I don’t know.”

“Why are your eyes open?”

“Maybe I like looking at you.” She rose up on her knees enough to press herself against me again. The move also allowed me to move my hand to her center, and I boldly ran my fingers over the denim seam between her legs.

She rocked into my touch. “You don’t have to do that.” Her mouth said one thing and her actions said another, complete contradictions. It was clear she liked it, her body told me.

I was glad to oblige, but it was a weird position, and she had her pants on. These situations don’t happen often, but there we were. Smack-dab in the middle of Can’t-touch-this-land considering I didn’t have rubbery, double-jointed Stretch Armstrong arms.

Since I held her hands, I drew her closer to me. Leaning forward, I kissed her chest as I felt for her shoe. Luckily, I got it on the first try.

She was wearing heels, but fortunately they were the ones that were easy to pop off without having to call a locksmith. When the first one hit the floor, I passed her wrists to my other hand and took off the second.

Her creamy white skin felt like silk on my tongue. I begged God to give me another chance—another night.

Please let me taste her for hours on end, at least once before I die.

That night, I would settle for using my hand. It was all I could bare.

I scooted to the edge of the couch and requested, “Stand up, Dana.”

She didn’t hesitate.

Since I was still holding her wrists behind her back, I steadied her as she stood off to one side. I unfastened the buttons on her fly—too many buttons if you’d ask me. It seemed like there were dozens before her jeans were loosened and easy for me to lightly tug down her legs.

She shimmied to help them down. All the while, she looked at me, slowly blinking. Her thinly covered nipples were hard, and as she kicked her jeans off completely, I took one of them in my mouth through the fabric.

Why did she have to be in Reuben’s stupid ass fucking wedding?

Why did she have to have some plan that apparently didn’t include sleeping with me more than once?

Why was I just meeting her now in a town the size of Lenox?

Why did her kiss and her smell and her eyes have to be so arresting?

More importantly, why was I letting all those things keep me from what I wanted?

Her.

On her own, she climbed back onto my lap, and I let her hands go. But when they headed for my cock again, I once more redirected them to another location. I brought them around my neck.

“Keep these up here.”

She leaned into me, sucked my earlobe into her mouth and softly bit it. “Why?”

“Because …”

Because I’m about to lose my shit.

Because I’m three seconds from rolling you over on that couch and kicking my pants off too.

Mostly, because I couldn’t. It wasn’t the right thing or the right time. I had to figure her out some more.

“… just because.” I didn’t have more of a reason to offer in terms of words, but as my hand slid up her leg, she did what I’d asked and kept her hands up north.

She was wet, and I swallowed a sound that welled up in my throat as I felt her through her panties. My fingers mapped her, and when I could no longer take not touching her bare skin, I moved the thin material to the side and let my middle finger sweep through her center.

She released a seductive sigh against my neck and my heart hammered in my chest.

Of course, as my luck would have it, she had Dream Pussy. Wet. Shaved. Perfect lips. I quickly brought my fingers to my mouth for a lick. I was right. She tasted like Dream Pussy, too.

Fuck my life.

“Stop doing that stuff,” her breathy voice pled.

My hand snuck between us again. “What stuff?” I teased her with one finger and circled her entrance until she bucked and lowered herself on my middle digit.

She whimpered, and her breath hitched. “All this extra stuff.” She lay her head on my shoulder and moaned again when I added another finger. I barely had to look for the spot she wanted me to stroke, because she positioned herself there and moved against my hand, grinding her clit against my palm.

“I’m not doing anything that I don’t want to, Dana,” I lied. I’d rather it be my dick buried inside her opposed to my fingers, but, at the same time, it was no hardship to give her pleasure. “Just stop thinking.”

Her back began to arch, and her thighs flexed as she tensed.

Was she about to come already?

Dream Pussy with a hair trigger?

I’d found the sexual Holy Grail. A knock-out beauty with an interesting personality and a sharp tongue who liked to fuck. A woman who came faster than I did into a many tube sock in my teen years.

Had I been drugged?

“Shake your hand a little,” she requested. “Oh, God. Yes. Just like that.”

A woman who told me what she wanted?

Drugs were the only answer. I was passed out somewhere, dreaming all of it.

She sat up ramrod straight and kissed me ferociously, all the while getting off on my hand.

My dick would likely never be soft again. I’d be the guy with the permanent boner, and it was totally fucking worth it.

Dana did this thing when she came. She tensed around my fingers and relaxed. Then she let out this sound that was equal parts satisfied moan, sigh of relief, and lazy giggle.

“You should stay,” she suggested.

Nope. No. Fucking. Way.

“I have to go.” I didn’t really have to, but if I wanted any chance at seeing her again, leaving was the only road getting me there.

I stroked her back with my free hand as she caught her breath.

A few minutes later, I slowly withdrew my fingers from her. Then she got up and walked away.

Painfully smashing my dick down against my leg, I tried to adjust my balls so that everything didn’t feel like it was crammed onto one side, but nothing really helped. So I threw my shirt on and walked to the door. I wasn’t about to leave without saying something, but I needed to get the fuck out of there—and quickly, before I changed my fucking mind.

She reappeared wearing a short bathrobe, which didn’t help my cock at all. If you’ve never had to walk around with an erection, it’s hard to explain. Just imagine you have to carry something heavy with your genitals. It was like some force pulling them in the opposite direction, weird and uncomfortable. In severe conditions, like mine, it kind of hurt.

My case was most aptly described as terminal. I had one raging, terminal hard-on.

The Terminator, if you will, of boners. If he ever left, surely he’d be back.

Or maybe it was the Die Hard of boners. It didn’t matter, the point was I was hard as fuck, and it wasn’t going anywhere until I took care of it. Disappointingly, it would be a one man-show.

It was one of those things I couldn’t hide easily, but she showed me mercy. Thank God.

Barefoot and cloaked in terrycloth, she tiptoed up to me and said, “Good night.”

Then she leaned up, braced herself with a hand on my stomach, and reached for my lips. One lightning fast smack on the mouth, and she was done.

Like a ninja, she had the door open and guided me out with her hand.

“Bye, Cord.”

I wasn’t a pussy, but she was damn near cold. Of course, I was fucking vulnerable standing there with an erection that could pick up HBO.

“Good night, Dana.”

Then I did something so fucking weird that it still boggles my mind. I patted her on her fucking head and left.

I replayed it over and over in my mind. When I got home and into the shower, and through jacking off both times, the sight of her face when I gave her two swift taps on her pretty red head never faded.

Who in the fuck does that?

Where in the hell had I lost my game?
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“What did he look like? Maybe I saw him before we left?” Becca quizzed me.

I had to talk to someone about what I’d encountered with Cord, but I couldn’t really let her know it was him. She’d only make fun of me, and I didn’t feel like hearing how weak I was.

You know what? Weak didn’t even come close to what I was.

I was pathetic. Throwing myself at him like I did.

Regardless, he never acted like he was trying to sleep with me. He was the least aggressive Ken Doll I’d ever come across—pardon the pun. It was some potent brand of sexual reverse psychology he had. In addition to how attractive I found him, he played his game so cool that I’d practically lost my fucking mind.

Which brings me to why I had to call Becca. I came in like four minutes, which was a record, and that’s the shit you call true friends about. I just couldn’t admit to her that it was Cord.

So I lied. A little here and there. Kind of. Dammit, I crossed my fingers when needed, okay?

“I don’t think you saw him. He showed up after everyone left. He was sort of goofy.”

“Like goofy-stupid? Or goofy-cute?”

I chuckled remembering his face while he laughed at the Waffle House. “Goofy-cute.” That was true enough.

“Okay, so you brought him back to your place and banged? And you got off really fast?” She guessed based on what little info I’d send her in a text that morning. It simply read: I had a four-minute orgasm last night. Beat that, slut.

I emphasized, “No, like really fast.”

“Were you doggy style? I come really fast like that.” God, Becca and her love of being bent over. I swore she was a four-legged mammal in a former life.

“No. We weren’t even having sex, Becca. That’s what I’m saying.” I finished the coffee I’d brought in my travel mug and put it in the cup holder as I sat in my car outside of Fit Club that Saturday morning. I’d called her from the parking lot because I’d tried to dial her on my way there and nearly creamed a bird with my grill. Served the fucker right.

I hated birds.

“Was he going down on you?”

I played with the useless, old air freshener hanging from my rearview mirror. “No. It was his hand.”

“Goofy’s hands do it for Dana,” she teased in a sing-song voice, and then laughed her ass off. “You got finger banged by a goofy guy. Was he wearing white gloves like the cartoon? I’m picturing it. Oh, my God. I can’t stop.”

I swatted at the green cardboard pine tree. “Shut up. Listen to me.”

She’d cackled herself into a coughing fit, so I gave her time to recoup. “You’re just jealous. Anyway, that was all we did, but, when he was leaving, he patted me on the head.”

“Like a dog? Isn’t Goofy a dog? Maybe it’s a dog thing.” She really thought she was cute and lost her shit all over again. “Does this do anything for you, girl? Woof!”

I should have called Jodi.

“You’re a bitch.”

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you? A bitch?”

I moved on to playing with the flashlight on my keychain, clicking it on and off as we talked. “Shut up. No one has ever done that to me before. The head thing. Well, or the orgasm thing, but I’m talking about the head thing right now.”

“I’d rather talk about the finger bang, but whatever. Do you think he was drunk?”

That would have been a perfect excuse, except he totally wasn’t.

“I don’t think so,” I answered.

“Maybe it was just one of those fluke awkward things. You know? Like when someone tells you happy birthday, and you say you too. They’re social behavior glitches or something. It happens to everyone.”

I stared across the parking lot and rationalized. “You think?”

“I think if I got off in under four minutes I’d let him put a leash on me and call me Lassie. Also, I think this is major. You had a positive sexual experience with a normal dude.”

Normal dude. Whoops. I might have described him as average earlier in the conversation when he most certainly was not. I grimaced hearing my fib repeated. I supposed he acted like a normal guy though, but that was probably because I told him—repeatedly—he didn’t have to work for it.

“Are you going to see him again?” That was a damn good question.

I ran my finger over the screen on my dashboard to clear off the light layer of dust.

“I don’t know,” I confessed, which actually was the truth. I’d been wondering that myself. Technically, we hadn’t had sex. And, since I was allowing myself one last hunky hook-up, it could still be him.

I wanted it to be him.

What if he wasn’t into me though? He could have had me the night before. I hadn’t minced words.

If he really wasn’t interested would I look for someone else?

In all fairness, I needed to stay in my lane, and since I really enjoyed that lane on my couch the night before, it was wise to just follow through with Cord.

“What if I want to see him again?” It was like I’d never been out with a guy.

“You should. Just see what happens.” She was a smart woman.

See what happens. I could do that. There was no use in making any major decisions at the moment anyway. I’d just play it by ear.

“Okay. Well, I’ve been sitting in my car talking to you long enough. I need to go work out or go home.”

“Get swoll, Rogers. Pump it!”

“I’ll talk to you later. Don’t tell anyone what we talked about—not even Reuben. Don’t try to deny it either, I know you tell him stuff. He’s starting to look at me weird.”

She chuckled guiltily. “Fine. I’ll keep Goofy’s hands a secret, but if I drink, I can’t promise it won’t come out.”

“Bitch,” I warned.

“Okay. Fine. Bye. Let me know if anything happens.”

“Whatever. Bye.”

I hung up and pulled my earbuds out of the center console. I hadn’t slept that well, and I hoped if I turned my music up and got lost in a rhythm on the treadmill, maybe I could stop thinking about him for a while. Maybe I could make my mind up about if I should see him again or not. Odds were good, but I was still on an orgasm high.

Fit Club was kind of busy that morning and the machine I usually chose was already being used. I wasn’t a baby, so I used the one next to it, even though it kind of threw me off.

Isn’t it weird that something as insignificant as having to use a different machine when you’re getting your jog on can make things shift?

With my playlist booming in my ears, I quickly found a comfortable pace, and I watched out the front window at the people as they parked and walked in and out of shops. People watching was an excellent distraction from my thoughts.

After I ran as long as I could, I hopped off the machine to fill up my water bottle at the fountain before I left.

“Hey, Dana,” called Nolan as he walked down the hall where I was chugging like I’d crawled through a dessert.

“What’s up?” I didn’t feel like chatting much, on account of being sweaty and gross, but he had seen me like that a few times and never made me feel weird about it.

“How long did you and Cord stay out? I sent him a text when I got home last night, but he never replied.”

Me and Cord? That wasn’t a thing, I immediately thought—defensive as it was.

My middle and index finger knew what to do and they crossed behind my back. “I left the bar not long after everyone else. I was in bed pretty early, really.” Pretty early in the morning that was, but I went to bed alone, so that counted.

I was becoming quite the Fibbing Fanny. Not bold-faced lies, more like truths well bent.

“Huh,” he huffed. “I thought you and Cord would do late night.”

I didn’t have a comeback for that, so I shrugged and took another long drink.

“Last night was fun though. We should all hang out again sometime. The guys and the girls,” he said with a wiggle. Then he did this weird shoot-em-up double air-gun thing. Pew-pew style.

It was becoming more and more obvious how he and Cord were such good friends. If Reuben was anything like them, I could see how Becca would love spending so much time with him, which she did. They were an easygoing bunch to be around.

Well, Nolan was. Cord was different.

I said, “I think there will be plenty of that with the wedding coming up.”

“Yeah, Cord, Trevor, and I are groomsmen. I cannot wait for that party.” Spoken like a real guy.

“Jodi and I are in it too, and Becca’s younger sister, Jyl.” I bounced around anxiously, not really feeling the small talk.

“See? Reuben had nothing to worry about.”

“What? Why?” I froze feeling like I should pay close attention.

“Oh, he just thought you and Cord would hook up, and then it would cause some tension. Cord is …”

What? Tension?

Well Reuben was right about that. I felt all the tension.

I didn’t speak, but I leaned forward to coax him into finishing the sentence he’d cut off midway through.

Finally, after careful consideration, he continued, “Cord is just different, is all.” Then he made a face like he’d said something wrong even after trying not to. Flipping a page behind his clipboard he studied something written on it, suddenly acting like he had something important he should be doing.

I answered a little too fast. “Well, Reuben doesn’t have anything to worry about. I don’t think he’s my type.” Not the New Dana type anyway.

If and when Cord and I hooked up, I’d make sure he could be discrete. Plus, hooking up would ensure that any and all tension that I may or may not have had would be long gone before the wedding, leaving us fully capable of focusing on our friends. It was their big day after all.

It was just a matter of fact. He’d lose interest, and I’d be looking for someone who was ready for a relationship. Hell, in a perfect world, if I was lucky, I’d be taking the next guy with me to the wedding.

I looked at my watch hoping to subtly work my way out of the conversation. Although Nolan wasn’t being a shit or anything, I was uncomfortable.

Besides, I had super cool things to do that day. Like laundry.

Fine. My big plans were washing and drying my clothes, but since I was doing laundry, I’d also let myself have a guilty pleasure night. Wine, something I usually only drank by myself because I tended to get emotional sometimes from the vino. Some good tunes—maybe a little Tupac. And an adult coloring book. My pencils were already sharp and ready to haul ass across the pages.

Everyone had their thing. Mine just happened to be gangster rap and coloring until my hand looked like a claw. I’d get drunk, and—if I felt really wild—I’d order Chinese food.

It wasn’t that I didn’t want to do something that night, but it was becoming harder and harder to find anyone worth partying with. Worth the sore feet until the next Tuesday. Worth the hangovers. Worth the pissing a hundred dollars down the drain in exchange for uninteresting conversation and watered-down cocktails. Vampire friends. The ones you only see between the hours of nine and three on a typical same-places-and-faces Saturday night.

On top of that, going out was getting kind of tired. Just like the Old Dana.

To say my transition phase was weird would be putting it mildly. New Dana was moving on from players to more stable men. From going out to the clubs to meeting up at music trivia for an early Friday night out and staying home on Saturday. From sleeping in as late as I could to working out almost every morning. It was a complete lifestyle change really, and it wasn’t that bad.

Plus, I was making new friends, like Nolan, who was flipping through his clipboard as I fidgeted like a weirdo.

“I’m heading out,” I said. “I have a lot of stuff to do. So …”

“Yeah, sure. Sorry. Don’t let me stop you,” he said, grinned, and headed down the hall. “See you later, Dana.”

I waited until he was around the corner, then I made a dash for the exit. I wasn’t suitable for the general public. My mind was all over the place.

Focusing on the nice wood floor beneath my marching feet, I pushed the glass door open, and I was met with cool air and the sound of his voice.

“Dana,” Cord said, and I looked up just in time to see him step up on the sidewalk from the parking lot. “Good morning.” His head held high, he gave me an award-winning smile.

What was the etiquette?

What was I supposed to say to the guy who charmed an orgasm out of me, but then didn’t jump at the opportunity to have actual sex?

Like I said, my head was scattered, and I wasn’t myself. So naturally, I said the coolest thing possible. “Yo.”

Yo. I died a thousand times inside.

He chuckled. “Yo, to you.”

It was hard to look him in the eye, but I forced myself to. I hadn’t behaved the way I had the night before because I’d drank too much. It was completely premeditated, but he didn’t know that.

Or did he?

Or had I?

I was confused about everything. I wanted to have sex with him, yet I wasn’t so sure.

He was giving signals like he wanted me back, but then he’d cooled off so fast.

If it was going to happen, it would have to be his move.

I broke our gaze and fumbled with my keys. “I have to … um … buy fabric softener.”

Again. Very smooth, but I was unprepared to see him. His tall, relaxed stance. His eyes that sometimes looked like they were grinning even when his mouth wasn’t. How sometimes I’d catch him looking at me like he knew me, but then I felt like I didn’t know myself at all when I looked back.

I lacked the aptitude to rationalize things. Especially, while he beamed at me like he was.

He said, “Okay, but hey. Do you want to do something later?”

If a passerby were watching, they would have witnessed me looking like a maniac walking sideways and pointing to my car. My stomach knotted and, in hindsight, popcorn might not have been my best choice for breakfast before a work out.

My head swam.

I spoke over my shoulder, “You mean something like …?”

… like the something we’d done the night before? Because, let’s be honest, I was down for that.

“I mean like barbecue,” he clarified. Then he casually lifted the side of his shirt and scratched his stomach, all the while flashing his abs at me. He repeated, “I think barbeque sounds good.”

“Barbecue?” I tripped a little over my foot and pried my eyes off his bare skin to see where I was going.

Finally, when I had my footing, I glanced back. He looked as confused as I felt.

“Sorry, I have to go,” I said to him from the door of my car about fifteen feet way, ready to pull it open.

Maybe I’d have to settle for a finger bang as my last hoorah because seeing him jacked with everything I had figured out. I didn’t have it in me to be a ho again, if that was what he was after.

I looked at my wrist, but I wasn’t wearing a watch.

His head fell to the side, and I gave him what I hoped was an apologetic smile, but I had to get out of there.

Seriously, I was hopeless.
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The night wasn’t a total bust. Since it was early summer, I didn’t actually have as much laundry to do as I’d thought.

In Kansas, the weather can be unpredictable, but that evening, there was a nice warm breeze blowing through my windows, and I sat on the floor in my living room, listening to music, drinking wine, and taking my time with the intricate shapes and lines on the page I was coloring.

There was something almost meditative or hypnotic about just relaxing and letting your mind wander wherever. I never gave too much thought to the colors I chose, but that night I’d went with a selection that was made up of blues and browns. It was calming, and as I shaded the last portion with a pretty russet color, I felt a sense of accomplishment.

I sat back when I was done, finished the last of the Lambrusco in my glass, and then giggled. For a piece of paper with the word cocksucker on it, it sure was pretty. Maybe it was just the artistic font the designer had chosen, but it was the cutest cocksucker I’d ever seen.

I picked up the bottle to refill my glass, and as I gave it a testing shake, I remembered I’d emptied it on my last pour.

Good thing I had more.

I wondered what Cord was doing since I’d acted like a fool earlier. Was he out on the town? Did he go get barbecue? I’d thought about him every few minutes the whole day. Mostly of how disappointed and confused his face looked when I pretty much ran away that morning. Then my thoughts would return to last night.

The way he kissed. Smelled. Tasted. Sounded. How strong and gentle his touch was.

He was good. Better than good really.

It only verified that I’d chosen wisely for my last grand hoopla. Judging by the way his fingers quickly picked up on what I liked, I was sure he’d be excellent in bed.

The sooner that happened, the better.

It wasn’t that I didn’t enjoy having the whole bottle of wine to myself and total control over the music that played, because I did.

On the contrary, there was a new part of me growing stronger, a part of me that was bored with myself. I wanted to learn about someone else as much as I wanted someone to take an interest in me. Someone to spend Saturday nights in with.

After tossing the empty bottle in the trash and hanging my cocksucker masterpiece on the refrigerator, I opened another bottle and refilled my glass.

A song came on over the speakers, and I started to sway. I’m not the best dancer in the world, but, in the privacy of my living room, I might as well be a flygirl, complete with my purple sweat pants and white ribbed tank top.

I led a very glamourous life.

The microwave said it was all of nine thirty and I was admittedly lonesome.

What would be the worst thing that could happen if I sent him a message? He might not answer because I’d been psycho, but maybe it would make up for it.

I returned to my spot on the floor in the living room and flipped over my phone. It was taunting me, daring me to do it.

What would be the best thing that could happen? Sex. Hot, passionate, sex with Cord Taylor.

It was worth a shot.

Realizing I still didn’t have his phone number, I quickly did a Google search for him. I could easily send him a message on Facebook like he had me the week before, but I wanted to give my sex with Cord the best shot I could. For whatever reason, my buzzed head told me social media wasn’t the way to do that. In less than a minute, I brought up his clean and well-designed site on my phone’s browser.

Just like I’d hoped, when I clicked on the section with his contact information, there was his cell phone number. The thrill had me taking two long drinks of my favorite red, but it was cheap, so I didn’t feel bad drinking it like Kool-Aid. With only a few more clumsy taps on the screen, I had him saved in my contacts.

Having the information, and therefore nothing stopping me, I kind of felt nervous. What if that asshole voice in the back of my head, the one saying that he wasn’t interested in me, was right?

That would suck.

I picked up a sapphire colored pencil and tapped it against the glass top of my coffee table where I’d set up shop for the night. After a few deep breaths, I found my balls and opened a new text message. I’d send him something casual, and heed Becca’s advice—see what happens.

If he didn’t get it until later, then fine. No harm done. But if he was available and sent me something back, it was on.

I took another sip for extra courage.

ME: Hi. It’s Dana.

I wondered if he knew many Dana’s. From the way Nolan and Becca talked about him, he knew lots of ladies.

ME: Dana Rogers from last night.

I sent that last one before I realized how fucking stupid I sounded.

From last night? Uh, hur hur hur.

I rolled my eyes and laid my head back on the cushion of the couch behind me. The memory of what he’d done to me the night before in that very spot flashed through my mind again.

Those talented hands.

Fuck it. It was still worth it.

I took another drink, but most of it slid down my chin to my shirt. Funnily enough, the red wine looked almost purple on the cotton, and it kind of matched my pants. So there.

I switched out of the text message into the playlist app and scrolled through my music. I needed something empowering. Something less fuck bitches, and more I am woman. Something that said yeah, I’m horny and acting like a fool, but so fucking what. I want what I want, and I don’t mind going after it. Rawr.

Beyoncé it was.

As I looked through her catalog for the right anthem to match my mood, I saw his reply come through. A notification flashed, but all I saw was CORD TAYLOR and I closed my eyes.

I’d hoped that he’d respond quickly, but I wasn’t expecting him to reply that fast. My pulse skipped around, and I took another drink before opening the message. My stomach tensed.

CORD: Dana from last night, did you think I’d forget you that fast?

Game. It’s just a game. Play along, Dana.

ME: I wasn’t sure. I bet you know lots of Danas.

I bit my lip.

When I usually had a man in my sights, I played it cool, and I’d passively wait for them to contact me. This was definitely not my normal behavior, but it was so much more exciting.

CORD: I did NOT forget you.

My mind wandered evilly, making up an image of him out on a date with someone else. Some combination of a dirty slut and filthy whore. A slore.

Dana, focus.

ME: I’m sure you’re busy. I just wanted to give you my number.

Don’t be a pussy.

ME: I had a good time last night.

CORD: I’m not busy. Just good, huh?

Oh, God. What was I supposed to say to that? Why wasn’t I a better tramp? I sat there thinking of something flirty and witty to reply, but he didn’t give me enough time.

CORD: The Waffle House is better than just good. What are you doing now?

I smiled thinking about the Waffle House. It had been awesome, even though I’d let him think I hadn’t liked it much. The company hadn’t been that bad either.

I was compelled to make up something cool that I was doing, then changed my mind. I didn’t need to pretend this was something it wasn’t. I’d be brutally honest.

ME: I was thinking about inviting you over.

I sent it, then covered my face and screamed into my palms. Maybe I wasn’t that terrible of a whore after all. It was probably because I’d drunk damn near a bottle and a half of cheap red wine. That seemed like something a slut would do too.

After a minute of no reply. I considered sending a text that said just kidding.

CORD: I can’t come over.

Well, shit. There it was. I slumped over and laid my head on the floor. The big billowy wad of hair at the back of my head making the wood almost comfortable. I dropped my phone to my chest.

CORD: I can’t drive, but I still want to see you. Will you come here?

I lifted my cell and read the screen from between my boobs, giving myself layers upon layers of double chins I was sure.

He was drunk too?

Wait. Was I drunk? Like drunk-drunk? Absolutely. Not woozy, fally-over drunk, but definitely well passed buzzed. There was no way I’d ever consider driving anywhere—the promise of amazing sex or not.

ME: I can’t drive either. I’ve drunk too much.

CORD: Where are you?

ME: On the floor.

CORD: What?

ME: At my house. I’m on the floor in my living room.

CORD: Are you all right?

ME: Yeah, I’m fine. I’m just hanging out. Coloring.

Oh, my God. I had to stop. I’d went from slut team six to six-year-old.

My phone rang.

“Hello,” I said with absolute certainty it was him. I should have sent the call to voicemail.

“Coloring?” he asked, laughing. “Tell me that was a typo?”

If only.

“It’s for adults, okay?” I sat up, prepared to defend myself and my naughty word coloring book.

“I don’t believe you. Send me a picture.”

“No.” The only one I’d finished out of the book was the cocksucker hanging on my Frigidaire. No fucking way.

“Fine. Then come over here.”

Even though I was tipsy, I picked up a change in his voice. The night before, he’d had a few drinks at the bar, but on the phone, his voice was even warmer and slower.

I considered getting an Uber because I wanted to see him, but looking like I was?

Clearly, when I had the fantasy of him coming over, I’d magically cleaned up a bit and made myself look sexy. Until that moment, I hadn’t taken into account all of the work that would entail.

“I don’t know,” I said as I got to my feet and walked to the mirror on the other side of the room. Hair everywhere. Spill on my shirt. No bra. No makeup. Wine stained mouth. A complete hot mess.

“You don’t know about what?” His words were clear but sewn together. Almost like he was singing them.

“I’d need to take a shower and change and …” I began, and then the words fizzled out.

Where in the fuck was my head?

Damn wine had fucked me all up. I wasn’t in any condition to seduce a man like Cord.

My phone chimed with a picture. It was him, in what looked like a garage, wearing a faded black shirt with a stretched-out collar. His hair wasn’t neatly styled like it had been the night before, but his face was still as striking.

I instantly felt better and put the phone back to my ear.

“What are you doing?”

“Changing the oil in my bike.”

He had a bike? Shit. I wasn’t a Harley momma or anything, but picturing him on a motorcycle was fucking hot.

“Oh, you’re a biker?” Without the forethought to filter my words through a less affected voice, I sounded breathy and silly.

“Hardly. I’ve only had it about a year. Send me a picture of you.”

I was still living in my biker fantasy when I lifted the phone and snapped a quick selfie, careful not to go too high and give him the cliché cleavage shot. There was a thin line between acting like a ho and actually being one. It wasn’t the best photo, but I didn’t give it too much thought as I sent it to him.

I held the phone to my ear to listen for a reaction, sure he was going to laugh at me.

“Yeah, you look just fine. Hey, let me call you right back. Okay?” His voice was smooth and relaxing, and I easily agreed.

After we hung up, I walked to my bathroom and pulled the elastic from my hair only to throw it right back up. There were just too many ponytail lines to even attempt at making it look good down.

It was then I realized I was still wearing my glasses and I berated myself for not taking them off before I sent the picture. I never wore them out in public. I was a contact wearer for the most part. I rarely ever even wore frames to work.

When he called back a few minutes later, I answered right away.

“Hi.”

“Jared, the cab driver from last night, will be there in five minutes. I have beer and rum and stuff, but not any wine. So if that’s what you’re drinking, you might want to bring a bottle if you want more.”

I knew better than mixing, but was I really about to go over there like that?

As I debated with myself, I made an unsure hum in my throat.

Was I too much of a wreck to go?

“Come on. I want to see you.”

Turns out that was all the persuading I needed. “Fine. I have to go.”

I ended the call and ran into my room. I’d showered after the gym—thank God—so I wasn’t filthy. I was … well, without makeup and clothes, I was just plain old me.

Then again, in my personal opinion, there was this thing about wearing sweats that felt slightly sexy. Maybe it was the way they fit low. Perhaps it was a combination of having way too much wine, being epically horny, and totally short on time.

I decided the sweats could stay, but, at very least, I needed a new shirt. Good thing they sell boy’s fitted tank tops in three-packs because I pulled another one out and replaced the wine sullied top in record time. Well, after I put on a bra anyway.

In seconds, I found my favorite flip-flops, relieved that I’d at least had a pedicure the week before. But really, what good are nice looking feet if the rest of you looks like hell? Five minutes didn’t leave any time for makeup or anything like that, and I just prayed it was dim at his house. And that he was far sighted.

In lieu of sprucing up my appearance, I marched to the kitchen and found the wine bottle koozie thing that I’d gotten from Jodi for my birthday last fall. She knew me well.

I didn’t bother getting a new bottle out of the bottom of the fridge, instead I tightened the lid to the open one, and told myself that it was more than I really needed anyway.

I wasn’t sure what I was about to get myself into, but I couldn’t deny that I was dying to see him.

What a difference a few hours and some spoiled grapes can make.
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I pretty much chugged the whole bottle of water I had stored in my small garage fridge. I hadn’t planned on drinking as much as I had, but one beer led to six. Which led to ten, and there I was: kind of drunk.

I didn’t know what I was thinking having her come over after I’d had so much, but impulsively I’d invited her. She’d been on my mind all fucking day.

When I got to the gym earlier, Nolan told me I’d just missed her. Little did he know.

Of course, he drilled me with questions about the night before, but I kept my mouth shut telling him I ended up going to Waffle House, and that seemed to placate him.

I’d wanted to bring her home with me so fucking bad the night before. She’d been sending me serious signals the whole time we were together.

It was fucking hard to resist that woman. Her hair. Her skin. Need I remind you of my fascination with her lips, which, by the way, felt even better than they looked?

Going back to her place was a risky move since I was hell bent on not sleeping with her, but I wasn’t very good at telling her no. It had only been by the grace of God that I didn’t take things farther than they’d went.

The burden I’d have to bear was knowing what she looked like when she came.

Jesus. H. Orgasm.

As I waited for Jared’s yellow cab to pull into my driveway, I wondered if—like her lips—feeling her orgasm would be so much better than just observing it.

I knew the answer.

It was undeniable; we had serious chemistry.

I screwed the lid on the empty plastic bottle and tossed it into the trash can across the room, making it in without it even touching the rim. That only happens when you’re alone. Figures.

I hoped that luck would aid me with my newest problem. Now that she was coming over, and my desire for her was only stronger, how was I going to keep my hands off her this time?

I’d fooled myself into thinking I could, but knew better. Especially, if she was as flirtatious as she was the night before.

I might have my work cut out for me, but something told me it was going to be fun either way. She had this magnetic spark about her.

I was done changing the oil in the bike like I’d been shown. Trust me, I’d love to say I was some macho man who instinctually knew about bikes, but I wasn’t. I was a dude who grew up with a single mom and knew more about baking than grease and tools.

Sure, I was a guy’s guy, but I still had to use YouTube to make sure I didn’t fuck up the oil change.

Good thing I was a better rider than mechanic, I thought, as I saw lights coming down the street.

I’d asked Jared not to let Dana pay when he dropped her off, and he knew I would make it up to him the next time. When they pulled into my drive, I walked to the open door of my garage to greet her.

“Are you serious?” she scolded as she got out. “At least let me tip you.”

I couldn’t hear what he was saying or see him because of his headlights, but it sounded like he was making good on his word to me.

“Fine. Whatever, but now I have your card, and I’m not afraid to use it.” She laughed and shut the door.

From what I could tell, Dana hadn’t changed out of what she’d been wearing in the picture she’d sent, only adding a zip-up sweatshirt to her ensemble. It had been a warm day, but since it was dark, the temperature had dropped.

She noticed me standing there and gave me a wave as she walked away from Jared’s retreating taxi. Over her shoulder crossways was a cloth bag that hung loosely draped across her body. Glasses. Messy bun thing. Baggy sweats that somehow made her top half look even more petite. Adorably crooked smile.

Yes, inviting her over had been a very dangerous move. We hadn’t even spoken yet, and already I knew I’d take this version of her any time. Then again, I was hard pressed to think of a time that the sight of her hadn’t created a visceral, but totally positive reaction with me.

“That’s your hog?” she jested as she walked toward me, her flip-flops slapping her feet with each swaying step.

My attempt to keep the laugh out of my voice failed when I answered, “That’s the hog, all right.”

She covered her mouth as she giggled, and her eyes left mine to check out the machine as she approached it. “It’s really pretty.” She reached out to run her finger over the matte black fender but looked my way for permission first before she touched it.

I nodded that it was okay and stood beside her. By chance, I happened to see down into her bag. It didn’t have a zipper on it, and it wasn’t like I was trying to snoop, but it was open, resting against her hip.

Trojan. I couldn’t help it, but I looked away. It was probably a normal thing for a single woman in her twenties to have in her bag, and just because a woman has a condom with her doesn’t mean anything. Not a damn thing, other than she’s smart.

What should have been more alarming was the whole bottle of wine she’d easily fit in there.

Wine and condoms and Dana.

I needed another bottle of water.

If, by some fatal flaw in my self-control we were to have sex, I didn’t want to disappoint her because I’d drank too much. Especially, not our first time.

No. Cord, you’re not going to let that happen.

I cracked my neck to release the tension that was starting to pull at my muscles. “I was just about to close up the garage and go in.”

Her head moved from side to side as she examined the space around her.

“This reminds me of my dad’s garage. He has a motorcycle too. He didn’t ride much when I was growing up, but he and his girlfriend take trips on the bike all the time now.” Her glassy blue eyes wrinkled in the corners when her gaze stopped at a spot on the wall.

Fuck. My dirty girl calendar.

It was only a coincidence, but the woman who graced the month of May, which I’d only that evening turned it to, just happened to be a beautifully busty redhead on all fours perched on top of the hood of a silver 1970 Chevelle. Of course, she would notice that.

We shared a look, but she didn’t give me any shit other than whispering the word busted before she winked. What she didn’t know was I’d already replaced that poor man’s Dana with the real thing in my head, but another awkward boner wasn’t in my best interest.

“Let’s go in,” I said and reached for her.

With her small hand in mine, she let me walk her to the door at the side of the garage. I flipped off the lights and pressed the button for the overhead door to lower. Holding the side door for her with my free hand, I followed her through it onto the paved walkway.

“I’m surprised you’re home tonight. Nolan kind of made it sound like you go out a lot.” Her tone wasn’t accusatory, but I wanted to strangle Nolan.

What the fuck had he said to her? If I asked him about it, he’d only want to know why and how I knew. The situation was bullshit.

Honesty was the best policy, but I wasn’t about to tell her that I’d had her on my mind all day and that I wasn’t going to find anyone I wanted to spend time with more than her at the bars.

This I knew was fact because Nolan, the motherfucker, was right—I went out a lot.

“Just felt like staying home, I guess.” I opened the storm door and stepped back so she could walk into the kitchen first. “Why aren’t you out?”

“I don’t know. Didn’t sound very good. You know?” I liked when she spoke candidly like that. Aside from the provocative things she usually said—which I appreciated for completely different reasons—I liked when she was just relaxed better. When she wasn’t putting on a facade.

The can lights were on, and she tugged the bag over her head as she strolled around the large island the kitchen surrounded. After her quick inspection, she returned her focus to me and pulled the bottle of wine from her bag by the neck.

“Do you have a glass I can use? I’m not above drinking from the bottle, but I should probably only have another small glass or so. When I drink from the bottle, I tend to drink the bottle.” She swayed again, and her head fell to one side making her look delectable. “Stemless if you have it, I don’t want to make a mess.”

I didn’t have stemless wine glasses—yet, but I’d be looking into them if those were what she liked. In the meantime, I had a juice glass that would probably do just the same, and I pulled one from a cabinet near the sink.

“Will this work?”

“Oh yeah, that’s perfect.” She laughed and reached for it. Gingerly sitting it down in front of her, she carefully opened her bottle and poured a conservative glass.

I watched like I’d never seen anyone do that before. She was fascinating.

I hopped up on the counter narrowly missing the pendant light above my head. Those suckers hurt; I’d banged my head on them before. My kitchen had five barstools and was located right next to my dining room, which had eight more chairs. Yet, I usually found myself taking a seat on the marble island.

She leaned against the counter opposite me and sipped her wine. Meanwhile, I mentally willed the zipper on her light jacket to magically lower.

“Aren’t you going to drink?” she asked.

If she was too drunk, there was no way in hell I’d ever make a move on her. Furthermore, if I was too drunk, I’d never make a move on her either. So drinking more might have been my best option. The safest option.

“Yeah,” I answered.

As I started to hop off the counter, she stopped me from getting down with a quick pat of her hand on my knee. “I can get it for you.”

When I yielded to her touch, she walked over to the refrigerator and opened it, quickly finding the beer inside.

In that moment, I found a brand-new fetish. Dana Rogers’ ass in those purple pants. Perky and round, it filled out the back of her sweats perfectly like they were made for only her.

God, thank you for purple.

Setting her glass on the counter, she tried to twist the cap off the KC Pils, a hometown brew I liked.

“They switched to pop off,” I informed her. “A few years ago, actually.”

I heard her go, “Huh,” as she opened the drawer right next to the fridge and pulled out my opener like she’d been there before. “Nailed it,” she confirmed, holding it in the air.

Proud of herself, she turned around and handed me the bottle, then opened the pantry on the other side of the fridge and tossed the cap in the trash.

How in the fuck did she know my kitchen so well?

“How’d you know that was there?”

She laughed and admitted. “I didn’t. Lucky guess.”

“I’ll say.” I looked around. “Do you have cameras up in here or something?”

“No. That’s just where I’d put them, too.” She chuckled and brought her glass to the island where she tried to hop up. After three failed attempts, and a louder, even sweeter laugh at her misfortune, I got down to help her.

Simultaneously, her hands lifted her weight as I embraced her by the hips. Actually, I didn’t lift her at all, and I questioned whether she’d been faking the inability to do it on her own in the first place. The vixen.

“Oh, you’re good,” I accused. Her legs wrapped around my hips, and with her perched high on the counter, we were nearly eye to eye. “You didn’t need any help.”

She looked guilty and laughed again. “I needed a little help.”

It wasn’t that I didn’t appreciate her attention. Trust me—and the boner I already had—I did. But why was it when she acted like that did it not feel entirely genuine? It was almost like she was pushing herself, rushing things along.

The beer made me brave. “Do you like me or are you just trying to use me for sex?”

Most of the playfulness drained from her face, and her eyes met mine. “The truth?”

Well, shit. Did I want the truth? I couldn’t unring the bell though.

“Yeah.”

Dana didn’t answer right away, and her big eyes danced from right to left and back, gazing deep into mine. She inhaled, and her chest swelled as a result.

She confessed, “Maybe a little of both.”

I supposed that wasn’t the worst answer, but it sure didn’t feel like the best one either.

“I think you’re a nice guy, and I like you, but I’m not interested in a relationship or anything. But …” Her cheeks turned a little pink, and she licked those fucking gorgeous lips. “You’re really sexy, and I bet you’d be really good in bed.”

She wasn’t interested in a relationship? Not that I was in a position to start one, considering I’d given Reub my word that I wouldn’t.

I wasn’t some manwhore though. Had I given her that impression?

Shit. Had fuckface Nolan?

Admittedly, the second part of her answer was much easier to swallow. She thought I was sexy and had confidence in my sexual ability. What man doesn’t want to hear that?

Sadly, being the man I was, I let myself focus on that part. I couldn’t help it.

I bet she’d be incredible too, and I was dying to find out.

But like that? Drunk?

It felt like such a booty call. I’d made those calls in my younger years, and in return, I’d received a few, but the women I’d had those kinds of relationships with weren’t like her. I neither wanted anything more with them, nor them with me.

The thought of having something like that with Dana, something only physical, sucked.

At the same time, I didn’t want to reject her. Not even a little. I was dying to touch and kiss and wander my way around her body, but I wasn’t in a rush to do it.

Take your time, Cord.

“Why don’t we hangout for a while. Have these drinks and come back to this later?”

Best worst-case scenario in history: I’d get her off again with my hand. God knew I couldn’t tempt myself by doing it with my mouth. It would be too much. It would kill me.

“You don’t want to?” Luckily, she didn’t sound insecure or dejected.

“That’s not it. I do want to, but that’s not all I’m after.”

Her posture sank. “I told you, you don’t have to feed me all this stuff, Cord. We’re adults.”

I’d all but spoiled the mood, but at least we were talking, and that was fine with me. I pulled away, climbed onto the counter next to her, and relaxed back like I did when I watched games on the television above my fridge.

After a long drink, I held my weight on my arms behind me. Curiosity got the best of me. “Dana, don’t take this the wrong way, but why do you say stuff like that? What kind of guys have you dated?”

She scooted back, kicked off her flip flops, and then crossed her legs, facing me. Being so short, she was in no danger of hitting the metal pendant above her.

“Oh, I’ve dated some winners—let me tell you—but it’s not really about them. I’m comfortable with who I am, and I just know what I want.” She stared off somewhere in front of me and slowly took another drink. “I’m getting too old for the bullshit. Why not just call things what they are?”

I liked her honesty, but it seemed jaded. Like she was being honest with me, but I hoped she was somehow lying to herself.

“Why are you still single if you don’t like this lifestyle so much?” she challenged, which was a valid point.

“I don’t know. I guess I haven’t found the right woman for me yet.” I leaned up and took another drink and my shoulder popped loudly.

“Ouch,” she cried. “Did that hurt?”

“No. It does that all the time.” I stretched and rotated my arm to work out the catch in my joint.

She grimaced, and then said, “My knees do that. I can’t do squats without sounding like a bowl of Rice Krispies. I played volleyball in high school. So I think that’s some of it. Did you play sports?”

“Baseball and basketball.”

“I bet you were awesome since you’re so tall.”

“I was taller than most guys, but I actually grew a lot my senior year. I liked baseball more anyway though. You graduated in Colby? That’s where you said you’d lived last night, right?”

After she took a sip, she answered, “Yeah, my dad still lives there. Mom met Ted online when I was a junior, but she didn’t move here until after I graduated. What about you?”

“Lenox, born and raised. Reuben and Nolan, too. Is Jodi you’re step-sister then?”

“Yeah, my mom and her dad married, but we’ve been close since day one. It was easy because we were about the same age and everything. So when things got serious with our parents—they’d visit us, and we’d drive here to see them. Jodi and I just hit it off. She gets along great with my mom, too. Her dad’s a widower, so there wasn’t that parental competition type thing. If that makes any sense.”

It kind of did. Reuben’s family was always pulling that stuff. His dad hated his step-dad, and that always put Reuben in the middle. “Do you visit your dad in Colby much?” I asked, taking advantage of the way she was being open.

“Not as much as I should, but he has Angela now which makes me happy. Even though they’re divorced, my parents get along great. They’re still really close friends.” She smiled, her elbows rested on her knees. “Here’s something a little weird. Jodi loves my dad too. She calls him Uncle Denny.”

It was a sight to see her talking about her family, and that made me happy. I loved my mom. We were close. It was easy to relate to Dana when we talked about the people we cared about.

“If you’re from Colby—that’s close to Colorado, right?”

“Yep.”

“Then are you a Royals fan or not?” If you lived around Kansas City, it was almost a requirement that you loved the Royals.

“I don’t really care for baseball that much.” She frowned, anticipating my reaction.

“I guess it could be worse,” I replied and sat up, which brought our faces closer. I loved the way she smelled and before I continued I savored the fresh scent that found my nose. “You could like the White Sox or the Cardinals or something, so you’re not hopeless. You just don’t know what you’re missing yet.”

“I don’t?” Her blue eyes sparkled like water, glassy and translucent. She blinked lazily. Her lips, which I never neglected to study, were stained dark by the red wine, but no less irresistible.

“Nope. And it’s my civic duty, as a KC local, to show you the way home.”

“So hospitable.” She smiled. “What’s that tattoo on your shoulder? I saw part of it at the gym.”

I lifted the short sleeve on my left arm, and then decided to lift my whole shirt so she could see the portion on my back too. “Um. It starts on my shoulder and covers a lot of my back.” She studied, carefully leaning in to see the detail on my upper arm. “This is one of the J.C. Nichols fountain horsemen. It pretty much takes up this whole area.” I turned on the counter to show her the lion’s share of where the ink was.

“Whoa,” she whispered. “I had no idea. Don’t move. Let me look.” As she marveled the art, I watched her over my shoulder.

I wasn’t sure she’d notice, not being from the city. “They’re all KC fountains. My mom loves them, so it’s kind of a nod to her.”

“It’s amazing.”

Her finger touched the middle, and I named off the fountains as she toured my skin, point by point. “Neptune and his chariot, one of Bacchus’s nymphs, the lion’s heads, the boy doing a handstand from the Children’s Fountain, the good luck boar.”

I let her take her time, and when she pulled away, I threw the shirt back over my head, pulled it down, and returned to my spot facing her, but we were closer than we were before.

“Do you have any?” I asked, almost hoping she didn’t, but I wasn’t sure why. It was her skin to do with as she liked.

She shook her head, a red plume of hair waving as she did. “No, I’ve always wanted one, but I can never find anything I like.”

“Yeah, it’s best to be sure.”

The lingering sensation of her finger on my back had me itching to touch her, to reciprocate. Fair was fair.

But where? Her leg? Her hands, laced together in front of her? Her blush-colored porcelain cheek? Could I dare run my thumb over her sweet lip?

We were quiet for a while, searching one another’s faces, and I suspected she knew I was planning my move, but she patiently waited, which was seductive all by itself.

I loved what her being forward with her attraction to me did for my ego, but when she was vulnerable, and all the layers of her armor were shed, she was sensational. It was getting harder to remind myself why I couldn’t sweep her up in my arms and take her to my bedroom.

Poor, drunken performance be damned.

Before I made my mind up completely, my mouth moved in on hers then veered off course finding her neck instead. She leaned into it and nearly knocked her wine glass off the counter when she tried to steady herself.

It was brief. A quick taste, then I moved back.

“May I use your bathroom?” Her voice was low and breathy. I enjoyed having that effect on her and adored how she didn’t jump at the opportunity for more. How she was letting me lead.

Problem was, if she kept doing that? Well fuck. I’d be a goner. I wouldn’t be able to resist.

“I’ll show you where it’s at,” I said and hopped off the counter, holding my hand out for her to take.

Dana looked at it and gently swayed. She’d had too much to drink.

After studying my palm, she put her hand in it and let me steady her as she climbed off the top of my island.

“Thanks. I love your kitchen,” she said when we were nearly to the dining area. Then she turned around, like she’d left something. That didn’t last long though, because only a second later she waved at whatever it was and said, “Fuck it.”

Beautiful girls swearing was a real weakness of mine. Hearing the word fuck from her lovely mouth was like the combination of salty and sweet. Sinfully delicious.

I pointed to a few of the other areas the kitchen opened up to. “Straight ahead is the dining room, living room, my office off to the left near the front door.”

She squeezed my hand, and I looked down at her, then pointed over her left shoulder. “There’s a half bath and a spare bedroom down that hall, up those stairs there’s two more bedrooms and a full bath.” She followed my voice and hand in the direction of each place I mentioned.

Dana looked past me to our right, down the hall to my room.

“What’s that way?”

I cleared my throat. “My bedroom.”

“Does it have a bathroom?”

I nodded.

Then she walked that direction, pulling me behind her.

I wanted to sleep with her. For clarity’s sake, I mean I wanted to have sex with her.

But if I did I’d be breaking my word to Reuben, not that I wasn’t already. Plus, she’d had quite a bit to drink, and I didn’t want to take advantage of that. Not to mention my own intoxication. I didn’t want to disappoint her, especially our first time.

All those things motivated me not to. They were all practical reasons for me to show her where the bathroom was, and then turn around and leave my room.

She’d find her way back to me in the kitchen, which in my mind was the least risky room to be—never mind the naughty vision I’d already had of her naked on my island. The living room was a viable option, but considering what had happened the night before in hers, that wasn’t any safer than my bed.

There was only one full-sized door down the hall to the master suite, the other was a narrower door to a linen closet. Although we’d already established she was a good guesser as to where things belonged, I was sure she knew where to go.

She walked into my room and stopped. With only the dim light from the hallway illuminating the space, I walked ahead of her to the bathroom and flipped on the switch.

“There you go.” The site of her in my bedroom was potent. I shifted and fought the urge to adjust myself with her watching.

She unzipped her jacket and threw it on the bed, revealing a tight white tank top.

Make yourself at home.

It wasn’t a fair fight, and I was a weak, weak man.

Her petite frame in that form fitting shirt. Those baggy sweats with the legs drawn up on her calves. Barefoot. Hair swept up off her neck. Glasses. She looked like the most real woman I’d ever seen.

It gave me pause.

She stepped by and ran her hand flat across my stomach as she made her way around me and padded her little feet over the hardwood into my bathroom before shutting the door.

I surrendered. Because, dammit, wanting her was too fucking hard.

On a mission, I marched back to the kitchen to chug the hell out of some water and put something in my stomach. If I was going to do the wrong thing, I was going to be damn sure it was worth it. I ate a piece of fruit and had nearly a whole bottle down my throat in what I imagine was record time.

I plunged the bottle under the tap on the fridge, refilling it, and then grabbed a new one for her. After dumping out the little bit of beer remaining in my last bottle, I poured the drink or two of wine left in her glass into the sink and set the glass in the well. I picked up her tiny flip-flops, set them by the door, turned out the lights, and walked down the hall back to my room with a new frame of mind.

If I was doing this, I had to please her to the best of my ability. She had to come back for more. That was something I wasn’t willing to compromise.
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Why did he have to be so easy to talk to? Why did he even want to talk so much?

He was making it so hard for me to not fall under the too-hot guy spell. The one that usually sucks when you fall out of it.

Still, there I was in his master bathroom, and it was looking more and more likely I was about to get exactly what I’d come over for. Sex with the most attractive man I’d ever encountered.

I didn’t think he knew how sexy he was.

Because if he did, he certainly wouldn’t act like the way he had been. Like he was genuinely interested in talking about my family—genuinely interested in me. It was an old trick no one had ever successfully played on me, but he had skills. That or he had some new and improved hot dude mojo designed to throw me off.

It was working.

Working so well that as we’d talked I’d almost forgotten about my plan. He was distracting me from what I wanted, and cleverly he was tricking me with the exact thing I was looking for.

Maybe I was just that transparent, and he was intuitive.

Maybe there was something about me that screamed lonely and ready for a relationship since he was feeding right into it.

All that aside, I looked through his cabinets for something that would prove he was some hot robot-man hybrid, but all I found was that we liked the same dental floss. His towels smelled like fabric softener, and I filled my lungs with the inviting scent. For a bachelor, the bathroom—and the whole house, really—was very clean.

While I washed my hands. I saw something frightening in the mirror.

My reflection.

I looked like fresh hell.

I pulled a tissue from the holder between the double sinks, took my glasses off, and ran it under my eyes to clean up the raccoon circles. Looking closer I was mortified to see a glob of black eye corner shit. Gross.

Why would a guy like Cord Taylor ever have a girl like me—especially in my condition—in his bedroom?

I didn’t let myself think like that for long. That wasn’t going to help anything, and the fact was, he had and I was there. So I needed to quickly do as much repair as I could.

It wasn’t like I’d have to talk to him much after that night, or as if we were going to become the kind of friends where one would tell the other when they had a wad of goo in their eye. Those people are keepers.

I hoped, after Cord was out of my system and I found a guy in my own league, the new man would be the kind of guy who would tell me about embarrassing things like eye jam or lipstick on my teeth. On some arbitrary list in my head, I noted that I’d gladly trade all the chiseled jaws for someone who would tell me I had a bat in the cave.

We’ll have tonight. That’s all.

That’s what the whole thing was about—getting one step closer to that guy.

However, it didn’t mean I couldn’t enjoy myself. Judging by his masterful hand tricks from the night before, it was going to be a mind-blowing farewell to the type of fine specimen he was.

He had talents. God, those tattoos. The muscles. The face. The whole playboy package.

I took my hair down, swept my hand through it, fluffed it the best I could, and pulled it over to the side. Like that, it didn’t appear too awful. There was just so much of it, but I was satisfied. After all, it was pretty dark in his room.

I examined my cheeks and didn’t see the need to pinch them, the wine had made them flushed enough.

With my hand on the door knob, I took a few breaths.

This is it, Dana. Make it count.

My eyes adjusted to the darkness of the room, and I quickly realized he wasn’t there. I was a little disappointed, but just in case he was using a different bathroom or something, I sat on his bed.

He’d be back.

Why is it in those waiting minutes do you come up with millions of things to doubt? False things. True things. Scary things. Luckily, I didn’t have very long to wait.

As I ran my fingers over his soft duvet, I heard him walking down the hall back to his room. Back to me.

When he came through the door, his eyes fell on me atop his mattress, and he paused then took an audible breath. It wasn’t very bright in there, but I’d left the bathroom light on, so there was just enough to see his drop-dead gorgeous grin.

“Look at you,” he remarked. I suspected he was trying to flatter me, but it wasn’t needed. Nevertheless, he was convincing in his act because he looked as if he was seeing something much more impressive than the mess of a woman on his bed.

Then again, he’d been drinking. I probably wasn’t too shabby through beer goggles. I had that working for me. Thank God.

I didn’t reply as I scooted back farther onto the mattress.

He watched for a second. Then he stepped closer and handed me one of two bottles of water.

“Here. Drink some of this.” Before placing his on the night stand, he unscrewed the cap and took a long drink.

The water was cold and refreshing, exactly what I’d needed. I replaced the lid and set mine next to his.

He stood beside the bed where my feet hung off.

“Dana.” His voice was measured, but the warmth from earlier was still ever-present.

“Cord.”

“We’ve had a lot to drink.” His hand skimmed over the skin at my ankle, and it sent goose bumps up my leg to my arm. “I know last night…” he began but stopped when I interjected.

“Last night was amazing.” I sounded almost joyful, but truthfully it had been one of the best make out sessions of my life. Amazing wasn’t an exaggeration.

“It was, but that doesn’t mean anything right now. You’ve had a lot of wine, and I don’t want to do anything you’ll regret.”

It was one of those moments where I was sure he didn’t realize the effect words like those had on me. Consideration always touched me deeper than flattery.

“Remember how I ate that thing at the Waffle House, and how you owe me?”

His hand moved higher up my leg. “I do.”

“Well, I’m ready to cash in. I want you. Tonight.” I swallowed because those words had been difficult to squeeze out, true as they were. I needed to be direct, otherwise he might keep playing nice and romantic. Then I’d be in real trouble.

“But then you’ll owe me again,” he challenged, but after tonight it would most likely be done between us.

He’s only saying that stuff to get laid—which is fine because I want to get laid too.

I swallowed to clear some of the wantonness from my throat. With little effort, Cord pushed all the right buttons.

“Sure, I’ll owe you. But I want more than last night.”

The cheap red wine had done its job. I was bold, and again it felt empowering asking him for what I wanted.

His knee sank between my weightless legs on the mattress, and he slowly crawled closer. The pads of my fingers led my hands up the bottom of his shirt, feeling his warm skin tense then relax against my touch. He tucked his hand between me and the mattress, and I arched into the sensation of his fingers spreading across my lower back as he lifted me higher up the bed.

Laying me near the center, he went up on his knees and took his shirt off. What little light there was highlighted the peaks, and shadowed the valleys, of his upper body. I hoped the sight of him would become a clear memory that I’d be able to recall forever.

And, just as I was enjoying the view, he carefully took my glasses off and placed them on the nightstand behind him.

He returned his hand to the small of my back, and I relaxed into his touch. His other arm held his weight over me as it pushed into the plush pillow top beside my head. His knee adeptly moved between my thighs to spread them, making room for him between my legs.

I held onto the flexed bicep that supported his weight suspended above me.

My other hand wandered. First to his back, then it slipped into the top of his shorts. He was tall, and my reach was short, so I couldn’t explore his ass like I’d wanted. Still, when I filled my palm with reachable flesh and held him tight, he flexed and rolled his hips.

“Tell me what you want, and I’ll give it to you,” he waged. Even through our pants, his erection found the right spot to press against.

My hips left the mattress, responding to him. Surprised by how, despite our difference in stature side by side, in this new position it felt like we just might fit perfectly.

I hoped he’d accept non-verbal answers, and reached for his lips with mine, but they were too far, and he wouldn’t meet me halfway.

“Whoa. Whoa there, sweetheart. Don’t you want to know what I want in exchange first?”

I fought the urge to object to his pet name, but instead I stared into his eyes as he bowed his head to meet my gaze, a fantastic smirk on his face.

Wait. Was he going to say anal? Nah.

I mean, who was I kidding? He was persuasive.

Then his hips rolled into mine again, triggering my hand to squeeze the skin under the waist band of his shorts. My ass left the bed needing more of that pleasing sensation I’d just felt jolt through me.

“What do you want?” My voice cracked.

Another grind and my open lips met the center of his throat as a quiet moan rumbled through it. I couldn’t stop after that first taste of him on my tongue, and I licked my way across his neck to silkier flesh near his shoulder, and then up to the coarseness at his jawline.

He didn’t resist, instead dipping his head lower to offer my pallet more, but I needed more of everything.

I needed it all.

His lips at my temple, a belly-tightening voice in my ear, he said “First, if we do this, just know you’re not leaving my bed tonight. That’s not debatable. And second, in return for tonight, you have to spend the day with me tomorrow.”

I really tried to concentrate on what he was saying, but I couldn’t.

Yeah, I heard him.

Yeah, I had the impulse to argue.

But, before I could, he paired his lips with mine and kissed the hell, and all my reservations, right out of me. It wasn’t as gentle as it had been the night before, it was urgent and full of this extra something, and I adhered to him.

His mouth moved over mine, his tongue expertly robbing the breath from me. The strong hand on my ass lowered to my thigh and hitched my leg up his side. He touched me with expertise, and I loved it.

Sleeping there was fine. I had a feeling like I’d be too tired to go home anyway. And if I had to spend one more day with him, in exchange for more of what he was doing with those hips, well that was the price I’d pay.

I would have done just about anything, but I didn’t tell him that. I only said, “I’ll stay,” between kisses.

After I vaguely consented to Cord’s terms, and everything else he was willing to give me, my head cleared. Gone was any doubt or worry. Gone were all thoughts of finding some other guy after him. Gone was the stress and all the loneliness.

In place of those things was a man who knew how to kiss and touch me in the ways I liked best, as if I’d listed them in a journal that he’d stolen and memorized.

I relaxed into his embrace and the softness of the pillow top mattress. He clutched the hem of my shirt and lifted it off, carefully pulling it away from us. He moaned, and his lips met mine again quickly before they headed south to my breasts. Sliding his hand up my back he lifted me enough to unfasten my bra and toss it aside as well.

His skin sliding against mine, as he worked his way down the bed, made my eyes flutter shut. My whole body drifted with each deep, slow breath in my chest. I felt weightless in his arm, my body under his sensual command.

He cupped my breast in his palm. Kissed it and gently bit my right nipple, causing me to make a surprised wheezing sound the likes of which I’d never heard before. He sucked at the other but didn’t bite it like he’d done the first—even though that time I was prepared and almost waiting for it to happen.

He cut a cool trail down the skin of my ribs with his kisses. I jumped when he raked his teeth over the flesh at my side, liking again that I hadn’t been expecting the sensation when he did it.

Now with his chest between my legs, it dawned on me where he was going, and I felt nothing but anticipation and excitement. The image of him with his face between my legs had me shifting against him in eagerness.

“God, you’re perfect,” he whispered.

Both of his hands gently ran parallel over my stomach and over my chest. I loved how giant they felt against me. Like him, strong and tender at the same time.

“I’ve been dying to do this, since I saw you in the trench coat.” He pulled the stretchy waist of my bottoms lower on my left hip and tenaciously kissed my skin there.

Another long, desperate moan thundered through his chest between my thighs.

I was almost panting, but trying to stay as quiet as I could to hear him. I’d said so many things over the past few days, laced them with innuendo, and been short with what I wanted, but hearing him say he’d wanted me was damn near overwhelming.

He sounded sincere.

Pillow talk, Dana. It’s just pillow talk.

“Then after touching you last night…” A kiss to my hip. “After you rode out your orgasm on my fingers.” A long lick across my lower stomach to the other side. “After I felt your body go slack when you came down. Dana, getting to see you like that…” He nipped at the skin below my belly button. “All I’ve fucking wanted to do was make you come again, but this time with my mouth.”

His words were enough to do it.

I squirmed impatiently. Because as he was talking about his mouth on me, it made me suddenly aware that it wasn’t, and how desperately I wanted it to be.

I shifted again. The feather-light feeling of his breath against my skin, and how every few seconds he’d run his thumb under the bands of fabric at my hip, teased me to the point of insanity.

Then, his gifted fingers slid ever so lightly between my legs, and I envisioned myself begging—something I’d never done before. I was too proud to do it, but inside I was screaming his name. Telling him how bad I wanted him. Saying how good it felt when he touched me. Insisting that he give me more.

Maybe he could hear it too.

“Are you ready for me?” he asked.

The yes left my tongue, almost as fast as he took my sweats and panties off right after I said it.

He attentively moved down my body, sweeping one leg out to the side, hooked back with one large, strong hand. His lips lightly touched the back of my thigh as they made their drugging way to the inside, where he slowed even more.

For the most part, I’d had my eyes screwed shut, but they quickly adjusted to the faint light that poured in from the bathroom. His muscles flexed across his shoulders as his head bowed at my center.

I surrendered, captivated by a desire like I’d never known.

Cord didn’t rush. Instead, his firm tongue leisurely marked my skin, a move followed by his lips, and then a delicious pull of his mouth, sucking at me.

I gazed down myself, through the valley between my aching breasts, to see his face between my legs.

His large, talented fingers on his left hand held taut to my right hip.

His lust filled eyes met mine, and my mouth dried as I fought for breath.

He looked like a God.

Like a dream.

Like a mirage, except I could feel him. So he had to be real.

Openly gaping at one another, I licked the dryness on my bottom lip as he ran his tongue up the inner seam of me. The vibration of a groan gave a wild buzz to my clit. I couldn’t tear my eyes away. I think I stopped breathing all together as his eyes blinked twice, then fell completely shut while he worshipped me with his mouth.

The initial feeling of him—doing that—was all things good. Hot baths on cold days. The way drinking cold water felt like it bloomed when it hit your warm stomach after a long thirst. Like finding something you’d lost.

The attention he gave to exploring me, learning what I liked—even if it was only for the night—made it easy to forget that it could only be once.

I savored every second.

As if I’d sent him my thoughts, he gave me more of what I wanted, exactly where I wanted it. I was selfish and needy, but there was nothing I could do to stop it.

He slipped a finger inside me and said against my skin, “I could do this all night. You taste so fucking perfect.”

It would have been easy to let him, he knew what he was doing. That aside, I could barely move or udder a sound, so protesting wasn’t an option.

Like he had the night before, he used his hands, and with the added sensation of his mouth, it wasn’t long before I felt ecstasy blaze through every inch of me. Pleasure hissed through my veins, eliciting an unfamiliar singe of heat over my skin.

I wasn’t sure when it happened, but one of my hands had wandered down the bed and reached between my legs to join him. He turned his head and kissed my fingers. That one little move arrested me, and the weight of it was just enough to tip the scale.

“Don’t stop.” Pressing against the top of the mattress with my foot, I lifted even more into his mouth. With my free hand, I balled the blanket in my fist.

Certain magic, my body was under his spell. It moved to a rhythm he chose. I tightened, and he muttered yeses approvingly against my sex.

My shoulders rolled, my neck fell to the side, and before I even had time to miss his touch, like it never really left, he was above me. Holding himself, he wet his erection, deliciously rubbing it through my center. I felt it for myself, noticing he’d put a condom on, then I retreated.

He slipped the end of himself around the edge of my ready sex. “Do you still want this, Dana?”

He was stealthy, and, I believed, adroitly in control.

I was still trying to figure out how he got his pants off and found a condom without me noticing. It was like I’d fallen asleep, only I knew I hadn’t, but my thoughts were leisurely and dreamy. It was quite possible I was still in that headspace where you don’t really know your name after a really, really flawless orgasm.

I couldn’t speak.

His thumb and forefinger caught my chin and aimed my lazy gaze at his.

“Hey, are you okay?” His other movements stilled too, and his voice became more concerned. “Dana. Talk to me.”

My hand was the first of my appendages with the ability to respond, and I brought it to his side and ran my fingers over his ribs, behind him, to his back, and clung to his strong shoulder. “I’m okay.”

“Okay?”

I admitted just above a whisper, “No, I’m awesome. Thank you. You’re really excellent at that.”

He huffed a short laugh. “At what?” The flirty, good humor quietly returned to his voice.

I didn’t want to waste precious time naming specifics, they all added up to the real answer anyway. Getting me off.

Recovering more, I added. “But I still want more.”

Without his hand between us to guide our connection, I moved my hips seeking him.

He kissed me and the taste of him, laced with my arousal, was intoxicating. I deepened it, greedy and desperate for him to be inside of me.

Cord pulled back ever so slightly, and then I felt the rigid tip of him press against my opening. He tilted his head to the ceiling, and I watched his face as he slowly entered me, inch by delicious inch. His strong chest and shoulders swelled to an even greater size.

It was that feeling I’d craved. It was surely the least feminist thing about me, but the image of his body—tall, strong, and sculpted—entering mine, really did things to me. It caused me to flex in my center and it resulted in the manliest roar I’d ever heard. With his weight on his elbows, his hands cradled my head, and he pushed powerfully inside me and held himself there.

I couldn’t stop myself from topping him from below, pressing myself against him at a pace that wasn’t fast or slow, somewhere right in the middle. He was large enough to stretch me in a noticeable way, but it felt fucking perfect.

He kissed my forehead, and I clung to him, but never felt close enough.

Soon, he was meeting me thrust for thrust and seemed to find a place in me so deep that I gasped to chase my breath each time he pressed me harder into the mattress.

“God, where’ve you been?” he panted.

If I thought his skills in bed were impressive, they were no match for the words he said. Again, I reminded myself it was pillow talk, but it was a glorious fantasy to live out.

His sexy words and the sounds that emanated from him, some sounding like they were produced inside of his chest somewhere, were seduction in the form of sound. The motion of him rocking his hips into me, grinding like he was trying to invade me.

I kissed his chest, and with great effort managed to not sink my teeth into him. The faster he got, the more the urge to scream scaled up my throat.

“I need you to tell me what you like so I can do it, Dana.” I felt the timbre of his voice throughout my whole body, from my breathless head down to my curl-locked toes. Then he added, “Please, I can’t hold on much longer.”

“Keep talking to me,” I requested. I was defenseless against the combination of his body and his sexy words, even if they were all a show.

He hummed. One of his hands moved down my body, palmed my breast for a second, and then traveled down to cup my ass cheek, pressing me into him with even force.

God, it was everything.

“I’m going to come so fucking hard, Dana. Please, I need you to get there before me. Tell me what you need.”

“Harder.”

Honestly, I loved what he was doing already, but there was something about experiencing his raw power and strength that seduced me.

He did as he was asked and without pulling back as far as he had before, he left himself buried in me and pushed into me with mind-bending vigor. Doubling down, thrust after thrust.

“Dana,” he cried desperately, there was such a need in his voice. And, in that moment, I was certain it was a need for me.

“Just like that. Oh, Cord. Don’t stop.”

“God, don’t say my name yet. I’m hanging by a fucking thread here.”

Buried deep, he shifted his hips as if he was trying to find a way to get more of me, and that friction had my back arching completely off the bed into his embrace. One strong arm held me above the bed, and the only thing I was touching was him, and a powerful blow struck me like a high voltage shock wave.

I didn’t have to say a word.

I didn’t have to tell him I’d hit my climax.

He knew, and like he’d finally been given permission to reach for his own, a whole new intensity overcame us.

The sound of our hot, wet bodies, slapping together, panting was all I could hear.

“Cord.”

“Yes,” he groaned, and that was the last he spoke. His speed kicked up to a pace I’d never experienced, and his final burst of stamina was driven by an almost carnal edge.

I didn’t try to match it, I just let him sweep me away as I came and came. It wasn’t until his hips slowed to a dead stop did I feel the sensation of throbbing inside of me, as my fevered muscles gripped him over and over.

He froze, except for where we were connected at the center.

It was fucking incredible, and, truthfully, that was selling it short.

I’d asked him for more and received nearly more than I could handle.
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I held her there as the last of my orgasm abated.

I’d never been that hard.

I’d never fucked a woman with so much intensity.

I’d never come for that long. It felt like it wouldn’t end, and I froze with hopes that it wouldn’t.

Dana was languid in my arms and after moving her leg to the side, I fell against the pillows and drew her against my chest as I caught my breath. Our mutual, heavy breathing was soon replaced with long, deep inhales and exhales, and in unison we recovered.

Recovered didn’t sound like the right word. Recover brought to mind something bad that you had to overcome or heal from. Sex with her wasn’t that at all.

She was passionate and sensual and sexy and pleasing. The taste and feel of her was like nothing I’d ever experienced, or something I’d ever tire of.

Not at that moment, because I was sacked, but I was thinking long-term.

That thought alone was both comforting and terrifying. I’d been looking for someone nearly my whole adult life that made me feel like she did. Now, wondering if I’d found her, I was concerned she didn’t want the same thing.

I had to be careful—take my time—but it felt like she was trying to keep me at arm’s length. Maybe tonight, with the talking and what was probably the single most incredible sex I’d ever had, even despite my worries that I’d be clumsy and awful after drinking, she’d ease up. Maybe she’d see that I really wasn’t feeding her a line of bullshit when I wanted to spend time with her.

As soon as her breathing leveled off, and I was certain she’d fallen asleep, I gingerly pulled my arm out from under her and quietly went into the bathroom to remove the condom.

I wasn’t sure if the fact that she hadn’t said anything after we finished was good or not, but I gave myself a break, arguing that I hadn’t said anything either.

She was tired, and I was worn out too. Hell, it hadn’t been a slow ride. We’d fucked like our lives depended on it.

For a second, I considered taking a shower, but, after a clean pit check, I abandoned the notion.

When I got to the door, before I flipped off the light, I observed her. Naked. On her back, arms above her head. Her shape was stunning. Curvy, yet petite. Soft in all the right places. The smooth line of her waist that wrapped around each hip. With her arms up, her breasts had fallen to the side and they moved gently like waves lapping a shore.

There was no doubt in my mind she was exactly what I wanted, and not just for the night or the next few weeks. This feeling of wanting to claim her, and having her claim be back, was new to me, but undeniably there.

I turned off the light before my already half-hard again erection came back in full force.

I hadn’t been as gentle as I probably should have been with her, but she’d been the one to ask for more. For harder. I did my best to provide what she needed, and judging by how replete and satiated she relaxed into my arms when we’d finished, I was assured I had.

Not wanting to wake her, I pulled the blanket from the bottom of the bed, got under the comforter and covered us up. I wanted to draw her against me again and fall asleep with her close, but resisted the urge and rolled onto my side next to her.

I fell asleep, and the one time I woke up, she’d wrapped an arm around to my front where it laid flat against my pec. I placed my hand over hers and fell back to sleep.

When my eyes blinked open the next morning, the sun wasn’t all the way up, but it was beginning to get lighter outside. The clock beside my bed said it was just after six a.m. and it didn’t take long for my head to clear and realize she was gone.

Sitting up, I ran my hands over my face. Stubble had grown in since I’d last shaved the morning before and I hoped the roughness hadn’t been to abrasive when I’d had my face… well, you know where I had my face.

Where hadn’t I had my face?

I blinked the last of the sleep away and stretched, comforted she hadn’t gone too far because her clothes were still on my floor.

Inspired by the purple sweats that were laying on the hardwood at the foot of my bed, I threw on a pair of my own. I was suffering from a particularly stubborn case of morning wood, so I used the restroom, washed up, and brushed my teeth before I went looking for her, bringing along the glasses she’d left on my nightstand.

I didn’t bother with a shirt because, frankly, I work damn hard at staying in shape, and the best reward of all was the way she looked at me. Let’s be real, when a woman appreciates your body, something you work hard on, it’s gratifying as fuck.

Plus, I had to pull out all the stops.

If she liked what I had going on, I was determined to remind her she’d have to stick around to enjoy the benefits of it.

When I got to the living room, I found her curled up on the couch wearing my t-shirt with her legs tucked into the belly of it.

I knelt beside her, nudged her arm, and then she startled.

“Sorry.” I held my hands up in defense. The glare she gave me could have killed, so I offered her the spectacles in my hand as a peace offering. Her brow tight, she looked around kind of confused as she blinked, snatching her frames from me. Maybe she wasn’t a morning person.

“What are you doing out here?” I asked, making sure to use a tone that wouldn’t be painful if she had a hangover—which was possible considering she’d drank the night before, but I wasn’t sure.

She scratched her head. Her red hair was wild and one lock of it was plastered to the side of her face. I motioned to move it, but she pulled away and smoothed her hands over her head to do it herself.

Definitely not a morning person.

However, grouchy morning Dana was so motherfucking cute that I wanted to laugh.

“I got up last night because I was hungry. So I raided your fridge and ate a bunch of cheese. Then I guess I fell asleep out here.”

Okay. I laughed. “Are you still hungry?”

“Yes. I’m fucking starving and thirsty.”

I offered her a hand to sit up, and she took it, but she wasn’t graceful. In fact, the second I let go she fell back into the cushion the other way and groaned.

I headed to the kitchen to find something to feed her.

She was quiet, so I didn’t hear her get up, but when I turned around at the island, I found her standing, holding her crotch with one hand, making an unpleasant expression.

“Are you okay?”

She waddled closer. “I’m fine. It’s just …” Her eyes met mine, then a look of surrender crossed her face. “… you’ve got a great, big dick. Okay?”

My jaw hung open. I’d never been the kind of guy to dwell on the size of my cock, but I’d never really had any complaints either. I’d seen other guys at the gym, and there’s no shortage of meat in porno, but I always thought of myself as average. Hearing otherwise, from her, was a bonus I hadn’t expected.

“You okay?” I grimaced. “I’m sorry.”

“Oh, I’ll live, but don’t play shy. You should have warned me.” I would have been more worried if a smile hadn’t started tipping one corner of her pretty mouth.

I leaned over the counter, enjoying her in my kitchen. She made the place seem more alive.

Since we were talking about things, and since hearing I have a nice cock first thing in the morning is one hell of a mood booster, I wanted her to know how much I enjoyed myself too.

“Last night was…” Scratching my head, I searched for the right adjective, but nothing seemed to measure up.

Soon, she was giving me an ornery look like hurry the fuck up.

“Drunk,” she chimed in when I didn’t find the word fast enough.

It wasn’t exactly what I wanted to hear.

Incredible.

Fantastic.

Hot.

The best sex ever.

These were the words I was shooting down because they didn’t seem acceptable. Her best assumption of the night we shared was—

“What?”

“We were drunk,” she reiterated. “I haven’t drunk that much wine on my own in a long time.”

I turned around, and opened the cabinet for the coffee and a filter. By the time I poured the water into my trusty Bunn, I was still unsure of what to say back. Hopefully, this was just another symptom of it being morning. She was still half asleep or something.

“I wasn’t that drunk,” I defended.

“Well, what were you going to say then?” She sat at the island on a barstool instead of on top of the counter like how I’d already fantasized we would drink our coffee together.

I curbed the instinct to be defensive. After all, she was under-caffeinated. “I’m thinking,” I said.

Thank God, my Bunn was fast, and less than a few minutes later, I was pouring her the first cup. I pulled the cinnamon from the spice rack and slid it over to where she was along with a spoon. Then I walked a full cup around the bar and placed it in front of her.

“You remembered I like cinnamon.” Her face softened even more, and she flipped the cap up and gave it two or three good shakes. Instantly, I smelled the spice as it mixed with the hot drink.

I left her to it and, back at the coffee pot, filled a cup for myself. Curiously, I reached for the cinnamon and sprinkled it into mine too.

She sipped hers, her eyes closed, savoring it. It was entertaining how, with only a few swallows of caffeine, she already looked cheerier and more like the woman I was getting to know.

Suspiciously, she observed me over the black frames of her glasses as I swirled the spoon we now shared in my mug. When she sat hers back down, holding it with both hands, she asked, “You drink that in your coffee?”

I didn’t, but I wasn’t afraid of trying new things. “No, but yours smelled good, so I thought I’d give it a shot.”

She quirked an eyebrow and waited. The color in her cheeks was back, and she didn’t act like she wanted to murder me anymore. So that was good.

I made a show of my first taste, lifting the mug to my nose and giving it a thorough sniff, closing my eyes to pretend I was really taking it all in. Truthfully, I just wanted to see her smile for the first time that morning. Then I slurped as loudly as I could and let the warm drink sit in my mouth a second longer than I normally would, letting myself get a good sampling.

It didn’t taste nearly as amazing as the beautiful red head sitting at my bar, but I had to be honest—it was pretty good. Less bitter than just black with a warm bite from the cinnamon right at the end. I liked it.

She downed the rest of her cup and doctored it for her next pour. After I poured her a refill, I needed to address a more important issue.

“Okay. Back to last night. If you’re having a hard time remembering what happened, I’m more than willing to remind you,” I teased, and she laughed but tried to hide it. “You’re not drunk now.”

Her eyes didn’t lie, which was something I was quickly learning about her. No matter how left-field the things she sometimes said were, I could almost gauge what she was really thinking by how she looked at me. She was expressive, and there were many faces of Dana I’d already witnessed in the short time we’d spent together.

There was the pensive Dana, guarded and cool. Another who was as confusing as she was blunt. Sometimes, when she blurted brazen things, her blue eyes would show trepidation like it wasn’t something she’d normally say. Those were pretty much the only two that were hanging me up because all the other cues her eyes gave me were promising.

Lighthearted. Contented. Aroused. Playful. Smart. Wickedly calculating. And, lastly, interested. For the time being, that was the one I was most concerned about. Her interest was my number one objective until after the wedding.

I’d keep my word and go much slower than I wanted to, but that didn’t really bother me anymore. Spending time with her wasn’t a deficit.

She didn’t reply to my offer of a good old fashioned memory jogging. Although, I was bluffing anyway. If she’d been serious, and was truly tender, I didn’t want to cause her discomfort.

I’d need to be more careful with her.

But I won’t bullshit you, about half of me loved how she had a reminder of me between her legs.

There, I said it, but it was a fact.

Without a tidy way to explain or deny it, the root of that dominant feeling was probably seated in the wanting to be enough for someone who I wanted in return. Hearing her verbally confirm that not only was I enough for her, but I’d almost been too much—as bad as it might sound—delighted a dark place deep within my male psyche.

I’d said about half, and that was a fucking lusty forty nine percent of my mind.

However, the majority was just the opposite. I didn’t want her injured, in any measure. Minute as the tenderness between her legs might be, I didn’t take pleasure in that at all, and I certainly wouldn’t add to it.

“Well, say something,” I urged.

“You’re telling me you remember everything?” I had a feeling she did too, but was only being stubborn.

“Yeah. Everything.” I opened the refrigerator. The fact that she was wearing only my t-shirt was beginning to distract me. She was hungry, and so was I, but we’d be settling with breakfast. “Do you want eggs?”

She shifted, crossing then uncrossing her legs.

“I’ll just eat some popcorn when I get home. You don’t have to cook for me.”

I spun with the carton of extra-large free-range eggs, the butter, and the milk in my hands. “Oh, no you don’t, and popcorn isn’t a meal,” I countered. “Besides, you’re not going anywhere.”

“What?”

“Don’t do that. You know what the deal was.” I considered that I might have to make good on my bluff and walk the walk, if she was really playing the I-don’t-remember card. She was spending the day with me, and not rushing home like she suggested. “Do you like scrambled?”

She didn’t answer, so I let the skillet heat. When I couldn’t take the silence or the feeling of her watching anymore, I turned around, not sure what move to make.

It would have been fun to pick her up and take her back to bed and see if history would repeat itself.

Furthermore, I was there the night before. She’d been serious when she said she’d wanted me, and I was confident I could get her to do it again. Sober.

Then I remember how much she liked hearing me talk to her, and I prayed that would be enough to sway her. I’d use my words and the power of persuasion.

“Dana,” I crooned as I rounded the counter.

“Cord,” she sang back.

I didn’t touch her, but I stood close. The charge I’d felt between us the night before was still there. Maybe more than ever.

“Last night, you cashed in a debt, and I gladly paid it with my tongue. Then you agreed to stay the night with me, but I woke up alone.” I kept my tone light, not wanting to come off like an asshole, although I was being kind of an asshole.

I wanted what I wanted. Her time.

She stirred in her seat but didn’t give much away.

I continued, “I asked you to spend the day with me, and, from what I remember, you were only too happy to agree.”

Then she went licking that fucking lip. It was torturous when she was wearing pants, but, sitting on my barstool without them, she was all the more tempting.

“It’s up to you though. You can go home whenever you like.” I leaned over and whispered in her ear. “Or you can let me make you scrambled eggs, while you drink your cinnamon coffee, and then let me show you a good time today. It’s your choice, mouse.”

It was possible that I’d went too far. I should have stopped at it’s your choice, when her breath shuddered, and I wasn’t sure how she’d take being called mouse.

Dana turned her cheek to meet me face to face, something I almost expected. Challenged, she wouldn’t back down. So I didn’t move as she met my gaze, hoping to either get a kiss or my way.

“I like lots of pepper on my eggs, and don’t call me mouse.” Her brow rose on one side, punctuating her terms.

I got what I wanted most—more Dana.

Pleased with my progress, the sound of the butter sizzling in the pan caught my attention, but before I could tend to it, she grabbed my hand. It was subtle, but the short tug on my arm stopped me in my tracks. Her chin tipped ever so slightly, and her mouth hinted a smile.

Were my eyes deceiving me?

Dana Rogers was asking for a kiss. It was a banner fucking morning.

Her eyes didn’t hold the heat like they had the times before, something new was there. Affection.

Then I kissed her, pressed my lips to hers, and, with little movement on either of our parts, it became my favorite one yet.

“I wasn’t that drunk last night either,” she softly confessed against my mouth like she didn’t want anyone else to know. Her secret was safe with me.

We didn’t talk a whole lot as I cooked, and after she changed back into her clothes from the night before, she sat quietly at my island scrolling through her phone. It was surprising how even without conversation or physical contact, she improved the atmosphere around me.

I peppered her eggs how I liked them, which she seemed to be fine with because it took her less time to eat them than they took to cook.

Arching her back and stretching her arms above her head, she told me, “Those hit the spot.”

I liked hitting all her spots and wanted to search for more of them.

“You’re a good egg-cook,” she admitted with little fanfare. Although she rarely missed a chance to tell me what she liked, it never got old. She complimented in a way that never felt disingenuous, and I had a feeling that she wasn’t one to blow smoke up asses.

“I know my way around my kitchen. I can even make my own sandwiches. How about you? Do you cook?”

She laughed. “I’m okay at it, but cooking is fun when you’re eating with people. That’s why I like popcorn, because I don’t like to cook for only me.”

I understood where she was coming from. “That’s true, but my mom insisted I knew how to feed myself. So she taught me all of my favorites.” Of course, I’d hated it at the time, but history had shown that Mom knew best.

“That’s smart.” She held her head in her hand and waited for me to talk as I finished what was on my plate.

I wiped my mouth and pushed my empty dish away. “In fact, the cinnamon in your coffee had me thinking about cinnamon rolls, but we didn’t have enough time.”

Skeptically, she asked, “You can make those? From scratch?”

Together we got up and began cleaning the mess.

“Damn right. I was raised by a single mother.” She stood between me and the dishwasher, and as I rinsed our dishes, she loaded the machine.

For the record: her ass still looked phenomenal in those sweats. So it hadn’t just been the beer I’d drank the night before.

“I’m a sucker for any kind of dough. Rolls. Muffins. Biscuits. Whole loaves of Wonder Bread.”

I committed this information to memory.

“Next time.” I hoped out loud. She hadn’t confirmed there’d be one, but she grinned and shook her head letting me know she was getting used to at least hearing it. I added, “Like I said, we don’t have time for all of that today.”

“We don’t?” Dana asked.

“Nope.”

She didn’t have any makeup on and I could see the honey-colored freckles that topped every skyward surface of her face. The balls of her full cheeks. Her forehead. The slope of her pin-straight nose. Like peaches and cream.

I stepped around her and closed the dishwasher, and then turned it on. Pulling the grey waffle weave towel out of the waistband of my sweats, where I’d stuck it for safe keeping, I ran it over the counter.

She observed, a glimmer of appreciation in her blue eyes.

“I cook. I clean.” I flexed my chest and arms in an obvious display of my male virility. “Some people…” I pointed at her. “…might even say I have other talents. Outside of the kitchen, that is.” I waved at her, my two fingers wiggling in the air, and she rolled her eyes. “Some might even say I’m a great catch.” I bit my lip and wagged my eyebrows at her.

Dana laughed through a big smile, and her head fell to the side enjoying the boastful monologue I’d preformed to make her do just that. The sound of her chuckling put something inside of me at ease.

She swatted at my chest. I caught her hand there and held it against me.

“You already struck oil earlier, Cord. I’m all yours today.”

Those were my new favorite words. I’m all yours.

Fuck. I couldn’t allow myself to fucking fuck her. Fuck.

“Fuck,” I said, then quickly realized it wasn’t to myself.

Caught off guard by my strange outburst, she pulled her hand away. “You’re so weird.”

If she only knew.

“Okay, we’re already wasting time. Come on.” I grabbed her hand again, half expected her to pull it away, but she didn’t. That time she didn’t resist at all.

Get used to it, baby.

I took us to my closet and turned on the light, and then let her go to shove the row of shirts down the bar, searching for the one I wanted.

There it was.

My vintage, lucky 1985 Royals World Series shirt which I’d found on eBay. I’d only been a kid back then, but any true fan would understand the significance. The fabric was thin, so I didn’t pull it out much—except for special occasions. Superstitious occasions, really. It didn’t let me down often, and when it came to the stubborn girl standing beside me, I’d take all the luck I could collect.

I pulled a pair of cargo shorts off the top shelf and noticed her looking around. It was a pretty big closet, but I didn’t own enough clothes to even come close to filling it.

Then I remembered a shirt that I’d bought for Trevor, but it had been too tight for him to wear. Even though it was probably going to look huge on her, I’d let her sport it.

The more luck the better, right? And, since there was a game that afternoon, it wasn’t all in vain.

I held the shirt up in front of her. “Yeah, that’ll work.”

“Are you serious?” she asked. “I’m not wearing that. It’s too matchy-matchy.”

It was another one of those moments where I wished I had a nickname for her, but I didn’t since she wasn’t too keen on the last failed option.

So I simply said, “Dana, it is Sunday Funday, and there’s an away game. You have to wear it.” Then I went out on a limb. “And what was wrong with calling you mouse?”

I’d liked that one.

She took the shirt and her brow furrowed. “I get it. I’m short. Mouse. Ha-ha.” Her sarcasm was as thick as her messy red hair.

“Well, they’re not too matchy—they’re from different seasons—and that’s not why I called you mouse,” I argued and marched out of the closet.

Spotting the remote on the far night stand, I strolled around the bed to flip on the television for her.

“I called you mouse because you were sneaking cheese in the middle of the night. You have to admit, that’s kind of fucking mousy.”

Her mouth fell open, a playful looking guilt splashed across her face. “Well don’t you have all the jokes this morning?” she queried defensively and tossed my shirt aside like she had her jacket the night before. Then she leaned over onto her hands atop my unmade bed. Purple leg by purple leg, she climbed on top of the white bedding and crawled her way to where I stood.

Breathe in, Cord.

Breathe out, Cord.

Do not fuck her, Cord.

When she got to me, she sat up on her knees, and we were almost eye to eye. She wrapped one arm around my neck, running her fingers over the short hair at my nape, and then slowly her other hand followed.

A quick—but most effective seduction—she pressed her chest against mine. I pulled my head back and looked down my nose at her, all the while wrestling the urge to throw her down and do everything I could think of to her.

I cleared my throat. “Are you going to wear the shirt?”

“If I do, then you’re going to owe me again.”

Keeping score with this woman was fast becoming my favorite game.
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Sometime between waking up with my arm around him and eating cheese over his double-well farm sink—which I was in love with—I had decided a few things. One night with him wasn’t going to be enough, I couldn’t quit sexy men cold turkey, and I was a shameless hussy.

Then I made my peace with all three.

It was suddenly clear that although this little tryst was fun, eventually, and probably sooner than later, he was going to move on, all on his own. I could let this thing go on a little longer, privately, at least until the wedding.

After that, I wouldn’t have to see him anymore. Not really anyway. Maybe every once in a while we’d have to be around each other, but by then maybe I’d have a guy who made me feel like this for real.

Because, and as much as I hated to admit it, Cord’s act was good.

So fucking good.

He always said the right things, but even more when he didn’t. Somehow he made those times work in his favor too. His enthusiasm was contagious. His deep laugh. His panty melting half grin. The way he moved, relaxed yet sure of himself. And he was quick, never letting me give him too much shit. In fact, I half thought he could read my mind at times, but chalked it up to the fact he’d probably had a lot of experience with women just like me. Shameless hussies.

Before he took a shower, I kissed him and tried to get him to lay in bed with me again, but he shot me down on account of his big Sunday Funday plans.

He’d argued, “You are insatiable, and I think you need to see a doctor.”

When I asked him if he was a doctor, hoping he’d give me a thorough examination, he shouted fuck again—just out of the blue—then went to his bathroom and locked the door.

Sexy weirdo.

So, thinking of him in his shower, while I stood under the hot stream in mine, was not what I’d call, “hurrying up,” which is what I was instructed to do while he went and got gas or something. He’d told me he’d give me time to get ready and asked how much time I’d need. Well, to be precise, he asked, “When can I come back to you?” I wasn’t sure why that question gave my tummy a little flip, but it did.

Who was I kidding? We all know why it flipped. He was hot and, even if it was just for the moment, he was interested in me. Moi.

Nonsensically, it felt so good. At that point, I was probably just making excuses and seeing what I wanted to see because I was so attracted to him. That’s how my absurd, naïve mind worked.

Yeah, I’d thought I’d had a handle on everything, that I’d known more than anyone how easy it was to fall for their traps. I didn’t know shit.

Since I’d decided to just go with it and enjoy whatever was going on with us, while it lasted, there’d been a weight lifted off my shoulders. It would likely burn out fast, but the wedding was still weeks away which was plenty of time for it to run its course.

However, that day, I was just going to enjoy myself. He was a charming, dead sexy man who was forcing me to wear an old baseball shirt and engage in, what I’d guessed was, sports bar hopping. Sunday Funday wasn’t a new concept to me. It was just that I’d never been on a Sunday Funday date—if that’s what it even was.

I mean, I thought it was, but who knew? Maybe he did it every weekend.

I reminded myself it wasn’t anything special to get worked up about as I toweled off. To myself in the mirror, as I cleared the steam away, I demanded, “Forget all that shit and just have fun.”

Sundays, after all, are the loneliest days of the week. Having somebody, temporary as they might be, to spend a nice day out with was a treat, and what else did I have to do? My laundry was done, and I was almost out of wine.

It was going to be another nice day, but it was Kansas after all, so I chose a pair of old ripped jeans to wear with the t-shirt Cord had given me to put on.

The only reason I was wearing the matching shirt—and I mean the only reason—was that the shirts were for a local sports team and apparently, they were playing that day.

So, it wasn’t us matching in that other way. You know what I’m talking about. The weird couple way. Some can pull it off without being a pair of complete douchebags. The majority, however, just looked a little too extra. Know what I mean?

Since it wasn’t that way, I put the damn shirt on.

Ugh. I’d hoped he’d want it back as soon as possible. I didn’t need it hanging around in my closet. So, as a preemptive anti-forget-me-not measure, I put a tank underneath so I could just give it back at the end of the day.

See? I was totally on to him. He wasn’t about to make some pathetic arm hanger out of me. I’d fallen for that before. But, like I’d said, his enthusiasm was infectious, and when he talked about eating barbeque and having day drinks, I couldn’t say no.

Who would say no?

Funday was going to be just that. Fun, but without expectations from me.

One thing I was sure of was, I’d told him I’d be ready in thirty minutes.

Why? Why thirty minutes? I was an idiot, because to be ready for him, looking like he did, I’d needed about three hours.

Mainly because I had to wash my hair. It had sex in it.

Not like spooge or anything, just those perspiration-glued matted spots that never came back from the sheets. Normally, I might go a few days throughout the week without washing, probably longer than most. But, after sex, especially the sweaty kind I’d had with Cord the night before, it needed a thorough scrubbing.

There wasn’t time to dry it, so I opted for blowing out the front just enough to tame it with a flat iron around my face. I’d let the rest dry naturally. I put some stuff in it to help keep it from looking too wild, but my hair was thick as all hell and naturally wavy and was going to do what it wanted anyway.

I tossed in my contacts, then put on some powder, eyeliner, mascara and the faintest amount of blush.

You know the rule: Plain lip, big eye. Plain eye, big lip.

Lipstick it was.

My favorite color was this burnt red, which I finally found in matte, and I put it on then slipped it into my pocket, hoping it wouldn’t melt and get gross. After a spritz of body spray and some deodorant, I found myself by the door in under thirty minutes, putting on my shoes.

He’d said, “All you’ll need is your ID.”

What did he know? I needed my phone. My lip color. A hair tie. Plus, my debit card. Whoever just left their house with only their ID? That was crazy talk.

When I heard a quick horn sound, I walked out the front door, locked it, and then turned around and found him on his bike. Shit.

What had I gotten myself into? I’d never be able to resist him anyway. Add in a motorcycle, and I was totally done for. After the initial shock began to fade, I trotted down my sidewalk hearing Bon Jovi coming from his Harley.

He lifted his sun glasses and said, “Holy shit. I was going to give you a little more time than that. I could’ve waited out here a while, but you look… pretty.”

He looked impressed, and I was proud of my speedy accomplishment. I wasn’t dressed to the nines. I didn’t have full hair or makeup. I was wearing a pair of Sperry’s, not heels. I was just me, half-done, wearing his shirt.

And do you know what? I couldn’t tell any of that by his face. Sly as he was, he had a way of looking at me like I was beautiful. It was an expression so genuine that I almost believed it.

He just wants round two. But, shit, so do I.

“‘Living on a Prayer,’ huh?” I asked, unable to hide my smile.

“Don’t knock the Jovi, sweetheart,” he said and returned his shades to his eyes, acting suave.

“I’m not knocking it, and my name is Dana. Not sugar butt, not muffin. Not…”

He interrupted, “Damn, I was going to try muffin next.” In one fluid motion, he got off the bike and produced another helmet from a compartment on the back.

I continued with my list as I pulled my hair back and slipped it on. “Not love bug. Not baby doll. Not mouse and not sweetheart. Just call me Dana.”

Was I overreacting? I didn’t need some cute pet name haunting me after this was done. Men do that shit when they can’t remember your name anyway. And I’d lived nearly all my life without a nickname. I certainly didn’t need one now.

Why was he pushing it so damn hard?

Probably because he liked to see me overreact, like I’d just done as I tucked my hair behind my ears to stay out of my face. He put the chin guard in place then pulled the strap tight against my jaw.

“Fine,” he said and lightly slapped the brim of the head gear. When it didn’t move, and he was satisfied, he went on. “Dana, have you ever been on Cliff Drive?”

I’d heard about it once, but I’d never been. “No.”

His chocolate colored eyes brightened, and he beamed at me. “Good.”

As gracefully as he’d climbed off, he mounted his Harley once again and leaned forward for me to do the same behind him. It had been a long time since I’d been on the back of a bike, but it was so beautiful out, and it was the perfect day for a ride.

When I didn’t get on right away, he said, “We’ll take the back roads. I don’t like riding on the highways. Then we’ll go get some food and watch the game. Sound good?”

It sounded too good. I nodded and took a deep breath.

“Then get your ass on here.”

“Okay. Okay.” I steadied myself with one hand on his shoulder as I straddled the seat. Thankfully, the tenderness between my legs from the night before felt better than it had when I first woke up. When I was situated, and my feet were in the right spots, I wrapped my arms loosely around his chest.

Cord’s right hand covered mine, then ever so quickly he lifted it to his mouth and kissed it before replacing it on his stomach. It surprised me and made my stomach warm.

Then he cranked the machine to life. He stood as he walked the bike a few feet away from the curb, then sat again and we were off.

The drive was relaxing. Since I was considerably shorter than him, I couldn’t really see over his shoulder, but I enjoyed the side views just as well. He took us to Cliff Drive and just as the sun was getting warm on my skin, we passed a huge natural-looking fountain built into the side of the bluff. The spray cooled my skin as he passed it slowly.

Cliff Drive was no joke with all its hills and curves, especially on a bike. Cord took all of them leisurely, and I never once felt anything but safe in his care.

The kiss-the-hand move happened three more times. After each one, I found myself scooting closer to him.

Our cruise ended at this little barbeque place on a highway I’d never been on. The smell of smoke and meat was thick in the air as we pulled into the gravel parking lot. He parked the bike on the grass under a tree to the side, threw out the stand, and turned it off.

My butt felt weird from the absence of the rumble under our legs.

He got off and lifted his helmet, then hung it on the handle bar. His hair was sticking up everywhere, but with a few swift pats and swipes he managed to make it look like he’d never even been wearing something on his head.

My situation wasn’t going to be that easy.

The helmet was snug and wouldn’t have fit right if I’d tried to pull all my hair up inside it. So the long ends of my hair were wind whipped. When I took it off, I tipped my head over and shook it out best I could. It wasn’t going to be great.

I hopped off the back seat, and while he stowed our gear inside of it, I pulled my hair over one shoulder and quickly weaved a messy braid. I tugged the elastic band out of my pocket and wrapped it around the bottom, then gave a few of the plaits a short tug to make it seem whimsy, yet intentional.

“There,” I said when I was finished.

He picked up the end, gave it a gentle yank, and then said, “I like it.”

Glancing up at Cord, I was downright sure I’d allow myself to have fun with him. I just had to set some ground rules up for myself. Nothing too affectionate. It would only be that much harder to remind myself it wasn’t real when it ended. That included falling prey to the way he casually touched me or the pet name things he insisted on using.

I’d be careful, and his Sunday Funday thing was safe because it was spontaneous, but I wouldn’t let it become a habit of making plans with him. It would be better to let things happen by chance. Non-committal.

Then again, it was Sunday afternoon and I had no interest in predicting the future—for the next weekend or otherwise. I was living in the moment while I could.
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As it got closer to game time, the roadside bar and grill filled up. People shouted to each other as they came in and filled the seats in front of three massive televisions hanging high on the wall between the huge windows at the back of the room. Patrons weren’t shy, and they scooted tables around to suit them like they were regulars, and when the national anthem played everyone sang along.

“Do you know any of these people?” I asked, trying to figure out how he would have randomly picked such an out of the way place. Did he know they gathered there like that?

“No, but I’ve been in here on a Sunday before. It just sounded good when we drove by. I’ve been hungry for this.” He smiled and finished cutting the meat off the barbequed rib before taking another big bite. He was a mess, and although he wiped at his face after nearly every mouthful, he’d still managed to get sauce high up on his cleanly shaven cheek. He’d even tucked a large white napkin into the neck of his Royals shirt, and it lay well-used against his chest.

He pointed at my empty glass. “If you want a beer or something—have what you want. I’m driving. Have fun.” It had surprised me when Cord ordered a water instead of a beer. But it was early in the afternoon, and I’d thought maybe he was just waiting until it got later.

“Are we going to hang out here for a while?” I asked, trying to make up my mind. We were almost done eating, but the game was only a few innings in.

“I’d like to, but we can go whenever you want.” He looked at his watch. “It’s supposed to storm this evening, but as long as we leave before three, we’ll be fine.”

The word we did funny things to me—and I was completely sober.

Dana, don’t get sucked in. He’s charming, but short-term.

When the bartender came back by to check on us, I ordered a cola.

The game got interesting, and from time to time Cord would look at the screen, but more often than not, he devoted his full attention to me.

“I’m not even joking, he wanted me to kiss his armpit.” Andy the Armpit Guy had somehow worked his way into the conversation we were having about our past dating misfortunes.

“Did you do it?” he asked sitting back in his chair, snickering at me.

Bravely, I confessed, “I tried it.”

His hefty laugh bellowed between us, and he swiped at his eyes. His face was flushed red from my story, and I laughed right along with him. It felt really good.

“It was more of his bicep that I licked though. I didn’t want deodorant in my mouth.”

He smacked the table, and the salt shaker fell over. “Okay, stop. You win.” He righted the upcycled Corona bottle and wiped the table clean with the last wet wipe we had.

“Oh, I’m sure you have some stupid thing that happened to you during sex before. Everyone has something.”

“There was this one chick who called me daddy,” he said, and then shook the ice at the bottom of his glass. “I’ll admit, it threw me off for a few seconds.” His face was priceless.

“And what happened?” I challenged him like he had me on the pit-lick, needing to know the rest of the story.

He shrugged. “I went with it.”

“Why aren’t you still her daddy?” I half joked, but it was a valid question.

He tipped his head, thought for a second, and then pointed at me. “Her name was Candice. We hooked up right before summer break my junior year of college, then I never heard from her.”

“You lucked out, didn’t you?” I sucked the last of my Coke until it slurped.

“I guess, but it’s not like I wouldn’t have talked to her again or dodged her or anything.”

I didn’t like pushing the subject, but it was good for me to hear that stuff. After all, it was bound to happen. At least this way, maybe I’d see it coming.

“How do you usually break things off then?”

The bar got loud, people chanted keep going and run as the home team played on the big screen. We both looked to see what was happening, distracted by the commotion. The runner got to home and Cord clapped along with everyone else.

After the play, he picked up where we left off without missing a beat. “You want to know how I break up with women?”

“It’s no big deal,” I assured him, then smiled not wanting him to think I was trying to give him guff about it.

“I don’t know,” he answered. When he didn’t break eye contact with me, it gave me the urge to do it first. I didn’t though. I had to appear unaffected—because I was.

He continued, “I usually just say I enjoyed spending time with them, but that I was looking for something else. Let me guess, you think that’s wrong. Just like Reuben.”

Honestly, I didn’t disagree with that at all, but I thought back to what Nolan had told me at the gym. How Reuben didn’t want us to see each other, and how Cord was different.

“If you’re just being truthful, and you’re not a dick when you do it, I don’t see what the harm is.” A lot of guys do way worse. Way, way worse.

I glanced up at the television, knowing that the conversation had taken a strange turn.

“Looks like you’re lucky. We won,” he said a few minutes later as the Royals fans exchanged high fives and cheers.

He waved at the bartender for the check, and, a few minutes later, the slender woman walked by, placing the ticket on our table.

“You can pay at the counter when you’re ready. Be sure to come back. You two are a sweet couple.” Neither of us corrected her as she walked away.

I put my hand on the bill as Cord pulled his wallet out, but no more had I flipped it over, and my hand was in his.

He leaned over, kissed my palm, and said, “Not this time …” He squinted. “Button?”

“Day-nuh,” I corrected slowly. He placed another quick peck on my wrist and went to pay.

The ride back to Lenox was quicker than I ever would have imagined. We rode down a back highway and suddenly we came into the back side of town, opposite of the way we’d left. My sense of direction had been way off because I had no clue we’d made a big circle.

I liked riding behind him, feeling his back and chest move with each breath. How, when he slowed the motorcycle down, he put his hand on my leg every time. Then before it returned to the wheel, it would graze over where mine were linked on his stomach.

The wind had kicked up, and the clouds were rolling in about the time we got to my place.

He turned the ignition off, and we removed our helmets at the same time.

“It’s about to storm. You better get home,” I said. We got off, he stowed the extra gear I wore, and then leaned against the bike.

It was hard not to be swept up in all of it, and so easy to pretend with him. He may have been clumsy and silly at times, but, in contrast, he also had an easy smoothness, which he was currently demonstrating.

His long legs spread in front of him, he sat side saddle and reached out for me. With little effort, I was persuaded to go. The color of his eyes had a way of looking warmer at times. When they did, it was tough to ignore them.

I held his hand between us as I stepped closer. “I had a good time,” I admitted. “Thank you.” Whatever his end-game was, Cord was sweet and fun. I had to believe that at least some of that was really him.

With his free hand, he pushed my shaggy red braid off my shoulder. His long fingers wandered around my neck, and then straight down the center of my back. The way he touched me did wicked things. It didn’t matter what his hands were doing, somehow they did just what I liked.

What I wanted.

What I needed.

“Can I call you?” he asked, and then watched my lips for an answer. He was still inches above me, even with him sitting on the seat and me standing.

I’d need to get some really high heels. That was—just in case I saw him again.

A bitchy know-it-all voice in my head warned that he’d already got what he’d wanted. After all, I’d basically handed sex to him on a platter.

I was conflicted. If he was only after sex, he wouldn’t have asked to spend the day with me—before we even had sex. Right?

Still, I needed to side with caution.

“You can call if you want to.”

He smiled, and the skin beside his eyes pinched tight as he beamed. “Good.” His head tipped, and, as the bright smile faded naturally, he narrowed his eyes. “Are you going to call me too?”

The whole interaction felt strange, so I thought it best to keep it light. “I might. If you’re lucky.”

He dipped his head and pressed his lips to mine. I stepped closer and placed my hand on his chest.

Kissing him was so much better than talking and far less dangerous.

Cord kissed like a professional—if professional kissing was a thing. Sometimes he’d let me lead, and others it felt like we were sharing it. Then there were times when he commanded the kiss. Those were easily my favorite.

His sure lips moved over mine, like they were making their rounds, leaving no spot neglected before they left. As it deepened, my hand sought out his smooth cheek, and I arched into him.

Doing my damndest to just hold on.
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I made it home just in time for the rain to cut loose. Literally. I ended up walking through the thunderous downpour from the garage to the back door.

As I strolled through my house, flashes of her there replayed in my mind, and I enjoyed her sexy ghost as I walked from room to room. Then my memories turned into fantasies of things we hadn’t done there yet.

The thought of texting her began nagging me nearly the second I’d come through the door, but I managed to leave my phone in my pocket. Additionally, I’d turned the sound off earlier in the day when Nolan had wanted me to join him for the game. I hadn’t wanted to lie, so I didn’t answer. It felt just as shitty as if I had.

A little over a month. That was it.

If she was still interested, there would be no holding me back. Until then, I had to be subtle. Although I didn’t mind the idea of taking my time with her, I hated feeling like it was a secret.

After another shower and a call to my mom, I flipped through the television. The next few weeks were going to feel like years because after just one weekend with her, I wanted more. Not more from her or anything like that. I couldn’t expect her to want everything I did the second I wanted it, but I craved her time.

Bored and uninterested in anything on TV, I went to bed only to wake up even earlier than normal. Of course, it wasn’t until I got to the gym that I realized she wouldn’t be there at that hour. In fact, I was the only one there at five am.

I pushed myself through two circuits to kill time, but found myself at the office before six thirty. I proofed a budget for an upcoming project, answered a few emails, and drank a pot and a half of coffee. By the time Lance got there, I was already heading out to make my way around a few jobsites.

Then only God knew what.

All of the sudden, I had no fucking clue how to occupy myself.

Things with Dana were so fucking new, but it was like, out of nowhere, I had all this extra time that I’d never had before, and it lagged on and on.

I wanted to do something for her—like any man should when he’s interested in a woman. Trying to figure out what that was made me restless.

What did she like? It was too soon to know.

And since it was too soon to know, wasn’t it too soon to do something?

Annoyance with myself grew with every step I took down the aisles of the store, where I’d ended up milling around. Before I knew it, I was standing in front of the spice shelf scrutinizing cinnamon. I wasn’t sure if that kind of thing went bad, but I knew the small container I had was old.

I also bought more cheese, three kinds of popcorn, the kind of wine she liked, extra tooth brushes, floss, and a cart full of other shit. I even swung by Kohl’s to buy stemless wine glasses.

I’d be damned if I didn’t make good use of the extra time I had to kill. Even if buying a lot of that shit was way fucking premature. Being prepared never hurt.

When I arrived home, there was a gift bag on my back steps. Inside it was the Royals shirt I’d let her borrow. She’d returned it along with a note.

 

Cord,

Thanks for a great weekend, but I think you still owe me one.

Dana

 

I didn’t want the shirt back. Not only did it not fit me, but I’d loved seeing her in it. And it sucked balls that I missed her. So I finally allowed myself to pull out my phone.

ME: You should have kept the shirt, hummingbird.

She was going to shoot that name down, but it kind of fit her too. She was small, and it was like sometimes I get a flash of a different side of her, but then it was gone before I knew it. Much like how she’d washed and returned the shirt to my house in lightning speed.

DANA: I have plenty of shirts. Can’t you just call me DANA?

There was no reason to argue with her on either issue. Especially since there were more important things to discuss.

ME: How was your day?

DANA: Good. I can almost walk and sit normally again.

She teased me, stroked my ego, and I liked it. As we text, I carried things inside and put them away.

Back and forth, we volleyed messages that didn’t really say anything, but, I’d admit, it was the best part of my day. Repeatedly, I reminded myself that the week before I’d have been happy just to see her at the gym and get a random glance out of her. But now I knew what she tasted like. Sounded like. How her body moved and felt.

So, for as slow as things seemed, in reality things were moving pretty fast.

I plopped down into my recliner and kicked off my shoes.

ME: Big plans this week?

DANA: Just trying to organize Becca’s bachelorette party. Her sister was going to do it, but Jyl’s in medical school and it’s kicking her ass right now.

ME: Pick a place yet?

DANA: Yeah, we were supposed to go to the Ozarks next weekend, but the place where we were staying had some major water pipe break disaster. Anyway, it’s all fucked up. That’s why I’m scrambling to rebook us somewhere.

DANA: Sorry. That was a lot.

ME: Don’t be sorry. I have a cabin in Osage Beach. How many people are going?

DANA: You do? I don’t even own my car yet, and you have a vacation property? Damn, big shot. There’s only four of us.

Quickly, a plan formed in my head. I changed the subject.

ME: The lake is always fun. No gym today?

Had she missed me?

ME: I think I might start going in the evenings.

Nolan worked mornings and afternoons. If Dana changed times too, that would make things easier. I wouldn’t have to hide anything. Maybe I could make at least a few things work in my favor.

DANA: Yeah, evenings might be better for me too. There’s nothing new to watch on Netflix anyway.

Still, I didn’t want to leave too much up to chance, so before I went to bed that night, I replied one last time and put the ball in her court.

ME: I’ll be at the gym at eight tomorrow night, DANA.
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I still worked out the next morning; it was part of my routine. Plus, Nolan was an excellent spotter.

“Lift it, you tit-sucking pussy,” he taunted. “Push it. Go six.”

Okay. A good spotter who was trying to kill me.

Through gritted teeth, I exhaled as I pushed to full extension for the last rep. Then Nolan steadied the bar and helped me rack it.

“Six, dude. You’re a beast.” He lunged forward hyped up on my progress, which was made mostly from him trying to murder me. I’d hit three hundred and fifteen pounds before, but never six reps.

“Yeah, I’ll be feeling that later.”

He snapped at me with my towel. “Nah. It shouldn’t be too bad. You’ll survive.”

I got up, stole the towel away from him, sprayed the bench, and wiped it off.

“Are you going to tell me what you were doing that was so fucking important you couldn’t take any of my calls Sunday?” He removed the plates I’d used and put them where they belonged.

“I was busy.”

“Busy?” He nodded. Obeying man code, he accepted my vague answer. “Fine. Want to get a beer one night this week?”

“Sure.” I’d have all the beer he wanted, but not that night. I had a debt with a pretty woman that I hoped I’d be repaying. “Tomorrow?”

“Yeah, that sounds good. We’ll go to Trevor’s last game of the season, and then grab a few.”

“That’s right. A senior next year. Goddamn, he grew up fast.”

“Tell me about it.”

They’d practically grown up together. Often, I wondered if Nolan would ever find someone. Things hadn’t worked out with Shauna, but he was a hell of a guy, and next year he’d have an empty nest at the ripe old age of thirty-four. Trevor had never been a burden to Nolan—to any of us really—and he’d be lost without the kid around.

Life is funny like that. Nolan was in a position to start over, from the beginning, when it felt like I was still warming up for the first time. Additionally, Reuben was getting married, and they’d probably start a family right about the time Nolan’s was leaving home.

Good thing life wasn’t a race. Or maybe it is, but everyone is on a different track. Whatever the case, it finally felt like I was at the starting line, and I was raring to go. It was truly ironic how, now that I was ready to make a move, I had to wait.

But not that day.

And what a long ass fucking day it was.

After the gym, I showered and headed to the office where all hell broke loose. Call after call about bids and changes to different jobs.

Even Cheryl was feeling it. “Are we drinking at lunch?” she asked from the door of my office after I placed the phone on the receiver again around one that afternoon.

“Can you chug?” I asked, knowing I wouldn’t be leaving. I’d be in that chair refreshing my email until revisions on my quotes came back—correctly. We were up to our eyeballs with last minute addendums.

Cheryl was going to both bid openings that night, but I wanted to make sure I was sending her in with the most solid proposals possible. With her experience in construction and mine in business, Taylor Properties was taking a giant plunge into general contracting. Only we hadn’t expected the two biggest projects in our area would finalize on the same day. That’s how it goes though.

Loosening my tie, I cracked my neck, definitely feeling that morning’s workout. “Can you grab me a sandwich while you’re out? Anything is fine.”

“Cord,” Lance announced through the intercom on the phone. “I have Bruce at Stanton Electric on the line. Something about metering? What’s he look like? His voice sounds burly.”

My hands flew up in mock exasperation. Although I was under pressure, and wore the fuck out at only midday, my mood wasn’t in the shitter because at the end of it all, I’d see her.

Touch her.

Hopefully hear her laugh.

Kiss her.

Those things kept me motivated to get through the day from hell.

Cheryl laughed; both of us were used to Lance. One of the reasons he was so good to work with was that he added levity when things got stressful. The down side was, now I had a mental image of him with the sales man waiting for me on the telephone. The fact that I knew how to answer Lance was a mere side effect of him working there.

“You wouldn’t like him. He’s an otter-type.” I chuckled using his term.

“Aw. My man is all grown up. You said otter. But, ew. Gross. Never mind.”

Cheryl waved and left.

“What line?” Because, by that time, two were blinking.

“One. You know you’re a wolf, right?” he asked quickly as I pressed the button to take the call.

I made a note to look up what a wolf was later.

Wasn’t that the hairy one?
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It was ten after eight by the time I pulled into the parking lot at Fit Club. I hadn’t even been home yet. With Cheryl in meetings, when a crew had needed someone to run and pick up materials, the burden had fallen on me.

Had it not been for the idea of Dana, towing me through the day, I would have gone straight home, taken a hot shower, and then gone the fuck to bed. But it was too late to ask her to change plans, and I didn’t think she’d agree to coming over to my house. I had to see her.

With the truck in park, I climbed out. I’d had a few different scenarios thought up for how that night would go. Only, I wasn’t sure if I was capable of doing any of them in my current condition.

I was exhausted, but prayed for a rally.

There were a few younger guys lifting, but, other than that, the main room was empty. Her car had been outside, so I knew she was someplace. There was a chance she was in one of the ladies’ rooms, but my instincts said she was somewhere else.

I unlocked the office and decided to find her a different way. The gym had classrooms, a Pilates room, and a few other common areas she might be. Since I didn’t want to waste any extra energy on searching, I pulled up the security cameras.

Save for any private areas, all the other rooms were displayed on the screens and I looked for anything moving. It took a few seconds, then I finally spotted her.

One of the aerial yoga hammocks swung as she hopped out and walked to the wall. She picked something up, and then tossed it onto a bag. When she began to pace, I realized I was getting later by the minute, and she looked disappointed.

I shouldn’t have liked it, but I did. Not that I’d disappointed her, but that she’d obviously wanted to see me.

After clicking a few things, I disabled the camera to that room, and then found the key I needed. It seemed like so much work just to see someone I was interested in.

I hated that we were sneaking around, and it drove me nuts that I couldn’t send her flowers because Becca would see them. I hated that we were meeting somewhere neutral and not just in one of our beds.

But all that shit was also worth it because I loved the way her face looked when she first saw me walk into the room—relieved and pleased. It only lasted a split second before she stole the expression away and replaced it with a cooler one.

She was within reach, so I didn’t give a good goddamn.

“I’m sorry I was late.” It hadn’t been long, but it wasn’t my style. I didn’t want her to think her time wasn’t important to me because it was, and that had nothing to do with how we spent it. “I’m glad you’re still here.”

“Whatever,” she said. “Don’t worry about it.” She had a flair for making her voice sound unaffected, but her eyes told me what I needed to know.

I locked the door and flipped off all but one row of overhead lights in the windowless room. Phone in hand, I walked to the wall and plugged it into the stereo system. I gave my music a quick read-through and landed on an album I’d only recently found. Nothing but Thieves was the band, and all their songs were good.

Adjusting the volume down to the right level, I welcomed the feeling of her arms wrapping around me from behind. For the first time that day, the tension inside me lessened.

All that mattered, at that moment, was that moment, and who I shared it with.

I lifted her right hand to my mouth, took in the floral smell of her skin, and I kissed her wrist. The fingers on her free hand clutched my suit jacket at my chest.

Revolving to face her, I said, “I didn’t mean to make you wait.”

“Well—I must admit—I have waited longer for worse.” Somehow the desire in Dana’s voice sounded more authentic than ever before.

Her hands slid inside my jacket, slipping it off my shoulders onto the floor. She wasn’t shy with me, and when her small hand lightly pulled on my tie, silently requesting for me to bend and kiss her, she looked into my eyes—a new familiarity was present that hadn’t been there previously.

“Hi,” she whispered against my lips.

“Hi.”

Her tongue traced the edge of my mouth. “How are you?” she asked.

“Better.” And better. And better. And better by the second.

“Better? What happened?” Her words were a mix of sexual sympathy, sultry concern.

“It was just a long ass day, and I missed you,” I confessed, too weary to hide much.

She softly took my bottom lip between hers and kissed me. “I might have missed you too.”

Hearing she’d missed me started a revival inside my body. Suddenly, I was cured of my anxieties, roused from my exhaustion—still sore to the verge of death—but I was ready and willing to do whatever it took. I’d die trying to please her if it came right fucking down to it.

While bent over to kiss her, I took advantage and reached the bottom of her tight-fitting workout shirt.

She accommodated by letting me pull it off her body. Accommodated, by deftly unbuttoning and removing my shirts, then worked on my belt. Accommodated, by hiking her leg up mine to get closer to me, making me even more determined to use those precious minutes wisely.

She was light, and I was strong. So I should have been able to easily lift her—had it been any other day—but, considering we were in an aerobic yoga room with swings that could hold the weight of three thousand pounds, I’d take advantage of them.

Arm day be damned, I wouldn’t be stopped. I had the will, and now the way.

Breaking apart from her, I said, “Come here.”

Grasping both of her hands in mine, I walked her a few steps away to the nearest fabric hammock. It was the only black one in a room full of red ones, set up for an instructor to use nearest the mirror that flanked the wall.

I didn’t know how long my second wind would last, and, after being late, I didn’t want to let her down again.

Positioning her between myself and the swing, I knelt in front of her. My head was level with the space between her navel and her breasts. I kissed her stomach as the soft muscles beneath my lips trembled against them.

She was so fucking made for me.

One hand cupped her through her sports bra, the other wrapped around her and palmed her round ass. My fingers, tucked into the back of her form-fitting pants, only paused a beat when I learned she wasn’t wearing underwear. I worked her pants down her legs, then over her bare feet. I held her by the hips as my mouth wandered, my lips saying hello to every warm place they found.

Her hands began working over my shoulders, firm thumbs pressed smoothly into my achy muscles.

“You don’t know how good that feels,” I praised as my forehead pressed into her abdomen. She was tending to me so completely and without even trying.

“Here,” Dana said quietly, pulling me to stand. She switched places with me, turning us as she went. She toed at my pants and underwear, which were gathered at the tops of my shoes. I kicked them all off as she unzipped her bra down the center and tossed it.

“Sit in it,” she instructed.

Without arguing, I did what I was told and held the fabric in place as I put my weight into the middle of the swing, but something was wrong.

She stepped closer to me and straddled one of my legs, her small hands held my jaw.

I couldn’t do it. Something had to be done before we went any farther.

“Wait.”
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“Wait,” I said.

Hold up. Had he said stop too?

Over the chatter in my head, I was sure I’d imagined it. Before anything happened, I had to get something off my chest or I was going to bring a whole new, higher-than-ever level of shame to myself.

The penthouse really. Top floor in ho tower.

“I can’t do this yet.” I gathered my words and backed off some, prepared to do what I should have when he first came in. But I’d been so relieved he hadn’t stood me up that everything had slipped right out of my mind. “Before we do this, I need to talk to you about something.”

I’d been nervous about it the whole day, and when I hadn’t heard from him, it only increased the anxiety I felt about asking him for a favor. I absolutely did not want him thinking I was having sex with him in exchange. It wasn’t a scratch my back, and I’ll scratch yours type of thing. The whole thing was uncomfortable, and I wanted it out of the way so I could just be there in the moment with him—it had been a long few days.

Holding his stubbly cheeks between my palms, I asked, “Did you have something you wanted to say?”

Dana, quit stalling.

“No, go ahead. You first.” He sat up, adjusting me between his legs, his arms loosely wrapped around my waist.

“Okay. You said you have a place at the lake, right?” It was painful. I hated asking anyone for anything, but we were in a pinch. Trust me, I’d looked and looked for alternatives.

“Yeah,” he answered, and then patiently waited for me to go on.

Why was it so hard? I swallowed and took a deep breath through my nose, the masculine scent of him driving me forward.

God, I want him.

“Well, Jyl already has flights booked, and the place we were staying cancelled our reservation. They’re still dealing with water damage; it’s a whole mess.” I summoned all the humility I could tolerate, but it sounded more like rambling.

His thumbs rubbed circles at the base of my spine and his brown eyes held mine, like pools of creamy coffee, as he patiently listened.

“Would it be possible for us to stay at your lake place next weekend for Becca’s bachelorette party? We can pay.” I winced, knowing what had to be said. “This is not me giving you sex for a place to crash. Okay? Let’s just keep that straight.”

His half-grin was a good sign, and I instantly relaxed by half.

Cord was handsome, silly, and as naked as the day he was born. Looking like a smart ass, he cocked his head to the side. “Well, what is it then?”

“It’s me asking you for a favor, and I want to have sex with you—either way.”

Why mince words? I was going to give it to him so good.

People, do I need to remind you that he’d said he’d missed me?

Any woman on the planet would have felt the same way, like horny putty in his big hands. Those words were medicine, the remedy, for the loneliness I’d felt stronger in the last two days than I had my whole life.

Maybe it was emotional placebo and he’d only just said it to say it, but it worked.

“Well—in that case—the cabin is all yours.”

Yes. One problem solved.

“Thank you. You’re rescuing my ass.”

“This ass?” He spread his giant paws across my back side, the tips of his fingers sneaking to my center and spreading me just enough to make me want to squirm. He was bad and being such a guy, but I still smiled. “Yep, that’s the one you’re saving.”

“Saving it for when?” He bit his bottom lip while a devilish grin tipped the corners of his mouth.

Pterodactyls flapped in my stomach. I froze, gaping at him.

Was he serious? Was he talking about anal?

“Just kidding. Maybe.” He winked. “Now come here.”

I started to lean in when I remembered I’d cut him off. “What did you need?”

He chuckled and gave my ass playful squeeze. “Oh, yeah. My socks. They gotta go. I can’t get down with socks on.” His eyes flared, and then he rubbed his socked feet over my calves, his animated face showing mild displeasure.

So handsome. So fun. So damn weird. So good at making it all seem real.

That was the moment I realized Cord had the power to rip my guts out, and I was probably going to let him.

He pitched once to each side, ripping his socks off his feet, and when he was finished, he tugged the hammock’s fabric and reclined into the wide seat he’d made.

“Hey, we need a condom.” I’d never been with a guy without one, but I trusted him.

“You said you were clean and on the shot. I’m clean too—thanks for asking. I don’t want to use a condom, if that’s all right. I just want you.” He paused and waited for me to react.

I rolled a smile around my lips and tried to hide how excited the thought actually made me. He wanted nothing between us, and I was desperate to really feel him. Just him. All of him.

“Now, if that suits your royal highness, get that ass up here. You can use the cabin, but I’ll need a deposit.” He shamelessly rolled his hips and my mouth watered.

“And you accuse me of being cheesy.”

Why did he have to seem so damn perfect?
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If ever you’re given the chance to have acrobatic sex, take it.

I’d never done anything like that before. But ever since the day I’d seen the swings in that classroom, I’d fantasized about being in there with him. Those dirty daydreams were nothing compared to the real thing.

The swings didn’t allow for going fast and hard, but that was perfectly okay. Being on top with him, like that, I found a brand new level of fullness. It was intense and hard to put into words, but deep and urgent came to mind.

If his lips weren’t on mine, they were kissing me somewhere else. His arms held me tightly and I clung to him, greedily needing more and more.

It was both hanging on and letting go.

I’d already hit the crest of two orgasms, and all signs pointed to Cord getting close to his. His hands fit into the creases between my thighs and my hips where he took control of our bodies, striking his with mine.

Cord’s face nearing a climax was ecstasy in the flesh, and I couldn’t tear my eyes off him. I’d heard people tease others about their O-faces, I’d even joked about my lovers’ in the past.

His was nothing to laugh at.

Slack-jawed, his heavy breathing had all but stopped. Brow tight. Eyes on me, they alternated slowly between wide open and squeezed shut.

“Dana. Dana, fuck,” he mouthed, but not much sound came out.

Following his rhythm, I rocked into him. His hands slid up my back, under my arms, and held on to me by my shoulders. His embrace constricted around me, and he roared into my neck. Focused on the sensation of him pulsating within me, I wrapped my arms around him and fought to catch my breath.

He kissed the skin below my ear, and when he relaxed back into the suspended chair, I fell unto his chest, limp and spent.

“Okay, now I’m really better.” He ran his fingers through my hair and down my spine, causing my eyes to flutter shut. The tender tracing, up and down my hot skin, gave me goosebumps. It would have been nice to fall asleep there. Nice and stupid. But he was just so comfortable, even if he was still inside me.

I didn’t care.

“The cabin is all yours next weekend, but I’ve been so busy that I haven’t been there since last fall. It’ll need some attention before it’s ready,” he explained.

I hadn’t thought of that, but it was a small price to pay to ensure Becca had fun and Jyl didn’t lose her money on airfare. “That’s fine, I have extra vacation time. I can do whatever it needs.”

“It’ll probably take a day or so to get everything in order and stocked for your weekend.”

“Okay.”

It was only a three-hour drive, I could leave early next Wednesday afternoon and have a full day to work on it before everyone else arrived on Friday.

“I’ll give you the spare keys Friday night when you come over for dinner.”

I wasn’t falling for it. A booty call one thing. Hooking up at the gym was another. Hell, even Sunday Funday was still on the border of acquaintance territory.

Making me dinner was a date.

“Friday?” I’d never agreed to that.

“Or Thursday? I’ve got something tomorrow, but if you can’t wait until the weekend to see me, then I suppose Thursday will work. Just make sure you bring clothes for work on Friday.”

I pushed up on his chest to look him in the face.

With one eyebrow lifted in challenge, he added, “It’s your choice… monkey.”

“Don’t call me that. Fine. Friday night, but I’m going home after dinner.”

“No, you’re not.”

I wanted to hate him because he looked so cocksure, and because he was most likely right, but I didn’t back down.

“We’ll see about that.” I wasn’t proud of it, but I stretched up to kiss him because he was irresistible and maybe it would shut him up.

Before my lips met his, he said, “I’ll treat you so good, you’ll never want to leave.”

I rolled my eyes and prayed he was wrong, and then kissed him like he was right.
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I hated talking on the phone, but instead of rudely hanging up on Jodi—like I wanted to—I switched it to my other ear. She’d been firing off questions in rapid succession since the second I told her we’d be staying at Cord’s cabin.

“When did you ask him?”

“I ran into him at the gym.” With my vagina.

“Oh, that’s right. Do you like it there? Becca still swears by the rec at the college.”

“Yeah, it’s nice.” I’d successfully diverted the conversation from one sticky spot, but I didn’t need them telling me I told you so again and kept it moving along. “Mom is going to keep Max then?” That topic would surely distract her. I should have gone there first.

“Yes. Thank God.” She giggled. “When I told him he was staying at Mimi and Pop’s next weekend he went and got his backpack. He loves it over there. He’s getting so smart and funny.”

I continued with my filing as she spoke, apparently I could multitask after all.

“He is funny,” I agreed. I’d taught him how to make a popping sound with his thumb and his cheek a few weeks ago. I’d nearly peed my pants watching him do it and then how he’d giggle hearing the sound he made all by himself.

Jodi said, “Speaking of funny, Becca told me you’re dating some goofy guy. Why am I just now hearing about this shit?”

Oh, fuck.

“Yeah, it’s no big deal,” I acquiesced. “We’ve only hung out a few times.”

“Becca said you told her the sex was really, really good. You better start talking, sister.”

I had to stop telling my blabber-mouthed best friend stuff. When would I learn?

“Come on, Jodi,” I pled. When I told Becca, it had been a moment of weakness in my office. I was going bonkers waiting to hear from Cord after spending the weekend with him.

See? That’s what too-hot guys do to you. They make you wait. Then wait. Then wait. Just to see if you’ll dangle.

I’d been barely hanging on.

“What’s his name? Do I know him? When are we gonna meet him? Is he coming to the wedding?”

One question I didn’t want to answer after another. We’d come full-circle.

“Jodi, it’s nothing. I swear. We met a couple weeks ago, and we’ve hung out a few times.” Since I’d lied and named him Joe when I told Becca, I had to remain consistent. Average Joe, the guy who New Dana was supposedly seeing.

“His name is Joe, and it’s not serious. I’m not inviting him to the wedding.” I wouldn’t have to, he’d be there anyway. I conveniently avoided the part where she totally knew him. I hated lying, and the fewer fibs I told, the less I’d have to keep straight.

I think the guilt was all the same though.

Guilt over not telling the people who I was closest to the truth.

Guilt to myself for not being stronger and just avoiding him all together.

Guilt for calling him average because he wasn’t average at all, and I wasn’t even talking about his looks or his sexual prowess anymore. His best qualities were his personality and his stupid-ass, irresistible, sense of humor.

Yeah, I know. You may have given me too much credit.

Remember? I was quitting cold turkey. Then it was just once. Then a little more. Somehow that had turned into me waiting around for him and stalking my phone—which I fucking hated. So cliché.

I was a ridiculous cliché. As predictable as they came.

It was just that, even if he was just playing a game with me, I was enjoying it. The way he made me laugh. How he touched, kissed. And—it probably sounded dumb—but the way he petted me. The word petted sounded lame, even to myself as I’d thought it. I just couldn’t find a better word for it.

After we’d have sex, or sometimes even when we hadn’t, he’d run his hands over my skin—a hand, a leg, a cheek. He’d used slow, unrushed strokes. No one had ever done that to me before.

If you’d ever felt cherished, then you’d understand. It was arresting.

So even though I was well aware that our arrangement of sorts was only temporary, for the time, I selfishly took advantage.

After the wedding, I’d sworn to myself, I’d make a clean break.

Anxiety pinched in my neck, and I shifted my cell phone to the other ear.

Jodi said, very blasé, “Well, Bec thinks you like him.”

“I do,” I answered too quickly. “I mean, he’s all right.”

She hummed over the line, but smartly she didn’t pry for more.

My phone vibrated in my hand, and just like I had all week, I hoped it was from Cord.

I was so damn pathetic. “I have to go.”

“Fine. Tell this Joe person I can’t wait to meet him.”

“Shut up. I’ll talk to you later.”

CORD: It’s not supposed to be cool or rainy, but, just in case, you better wear The Trench Coat over to my house tonight.

I smiled, then scanned my mind for an instance when he would have seen me wear it.

ME: My trench coat, huh?

CORD: Yes, and we refer to it as THE Trench Coat. Might as well bring those purple sweats too.

ME: Fine, if we’re playing this game, I’d like to see you dress up a little. Fair is fair. Plus, you’re some big shot business guy. I’m sure you have more than one suit. You can wear which ever one you like. I’m not picky.

After seeing him in a tie and jacket after work at the gym, I had to admit it was nearly all I thought about. He knew how to wear a suit.

CORD: Deal.

CORD: I made you a spot in my garage.

Was that some sexual thing I didn’t know about? His garage? Oh, God. A spot for what?

CORD: Just pull in there to park.

I’d known that’s what he was talking about the whole time. My car. Yeah, I knew.

ME: What are you making to eat?

There was no telling with that guy. From his order at the Waffle House to his self-proclaimed baking skills, it could be anything.

CORD: No fucking clue.

I wasn’t expecting that answer and it made me laugh, excited to be with him again. He was entertaining, if nothing else, and he was growing on me like all my friends had. In fact, that was a big part of his allure.

ME: I’m leaving work now.

CORD: Hurry up, kitten.

CORD: And, before you shoot that down, you should know I’m a cat guy.

ME: No more fucking nicknames!

Walking out of the building, I headed for my car waiting to see what he’d say to that.

CORD: Fine.

CORD: Bossy.

We’d messaged almost constantly, and he called when he said he would. Shocking. I honestly didn’t know that was a thing. Hell, I didn’t even bother to remember what time he’d told me he’d be calling the other night, since I didn’t really believe it was going to happen.

I was in the tub—minding my own business, shaving my legs—when my cell rang. I almost dropped my phone in the water, trying to get the damn thing answered.

Throughout all our conversations that week, we’d hadn’t really set a time for when I was supposed to come over Friday night, what we’d be doing, or if he’d made any plans.

I hadn’t even been sure what to wear until he mentioned The Trench Coat, which sounded kind of fun and sexy. I was such a sucker for that shit.

It wasn’t until I was rushing around, throwing a few things in a bag to leave in my car—just in case—that I remembered where he’d seen the coat.

Maybe it was the new-found, needy romantic in my mind, but my temperature rose two full degrees when I recalled it was the day we’d met.

I was so fucked.
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I’d invited her over for dinner, and to give her the keys to the cabin, but I’ll be damned if I had anything else planned. There was food in the house, I could whip up something later. I just wanted her to hurry the fuck up and get there already.

Two—and a half—days had never felt longer in my whole damn life.

Thankfully, work had been busy. We were awarded the project on the smaller of the two jobs, which was still a huge win. Preparing for it passed the time, and that helped during the day, but it did nothing for me when I got home.

I’d hung out with Nolan one night. We’d watched Trev’s game and had a few beers, but I was still home by nine.

Every night was the same. I fought the urge to go to her place or ask her to come over to mine. Talking on the phone was all right and messaging back and forth with her never got old, but I wanted her near me. In the flesh.

Fresh from a quick shower, I dressed in my closet. When everything was tucked in the way it should be and my tie was straight, I grabbed my shoes and went to the living room to put them on.

Was I over dressed for a night in? Oh, my fucking God yes. I’d put on a five-piece suit and even wore polished shoes.

We should be clear that if she would have asked me to roll myself in fiberglass and stand on my head until she got there, she’d find me doing just that.

A suit was a small price to pay.

I didn’t have a thing to worry about. My body had completely recovered from Nolan’s torture. I was in tip-top shape and ready for anything. Plus, something had changed with Dana, and she hadn’t seemed so guarded. And, everyone else I knew had plans that night that had nothing to do with me. The coast was clear.

As I watched Dana pull into my driveway, and then into the garage like I’d instructed her, I just felt good.

Down-to-my-bones good.

I stepped outside to meet her coming from the garage. The overhead door lowered as she walked out.

Heels. Bare legs. The Trench Coat cinched at her waist. The collar pulled up around her neck. Red hair swaying as she sashayed down the sidewalk as if it were a Paris runway. She wasn’t wearing glasses, which I sort of missed, but her bright eyes glistened against the smoky makeup around them.

She was better than I expected, more beautiful than the last time I’d seen her, and the closer she got, the luckier I felt.

My feet carried me down the three steps to greet her, but they didn’t stop at the bottom. I wouldn’t be satisfied until I was touching her.

Her feet quickened in my direction too, as she looked me up and down. The same as I’d done to her.

We collided without so much as a hello, and she moaned into my mouth as she kissed me.

Who was I to make her stop?

As safely as I could, I carried her up the stairs, into my house, through the kitchen, and then pressed her against the first flat surface I came to.

Tugging at my hair, she wrapped her legs around my waist. I held her against me, her ass seated perfectly in my hands, I lifted her higher. She rested her head against the wall allowing me to kiss her neck. My lips felt her pulse against them.

Dana’s hold on me tightened. With her legs securely locked behind me, one of my hands wandered under The Trench Coat. My fingers grazed over the fabric between her legs. It felt lacy, like there was some pattern or texture on it.

To explore better, I shifted her weight to one side and cupped her between us.

“What have you got on under here?” I asked against her throat.

“It’s nothing. It was stupid. Don’t stop.” Her hands found my cheek, and she steered my mouth back to hers. Hungrily, she kissed me.

“Fuck that. I want to see.” I’d never forgive myself if I missed out on something better than The Trench Coat all because I was greedy.

I removed my hand, untangled her legs from behind me, and set her on the floor. She didn’t let go of my face and kissed me like she didn’t notice her feet were back on solid ground.

“Come on. Let me look at you,” I persuaded into her wicked mouth.

Her hands fell away, and I took a step back to see the whole picture.

She seemed nervous, which was hot as fuck and I didn’t know why. We stood in the middle of my living room in broad daylight—me in a suit, her in God only knew what.

Over her shoulder, she glanced back into the kitchen as she pointed. “Is that popcorn? And wine?”

“Yeah, you said you liked it, and that’s a new bottle of what you were drinking last weekend.”

“Who are you?” She looked a little confused.

I had no desire to talk about snacks and drinks, and judging by the almost sullen look on her face, I might have gotten them wrong anyway.

“Please take off the coat, Dana. You’re killing me.”

With a closed-mouth smile, she pulled the belt apart and let the sides fall open. She shrugged, the sleeves fell off her arms and the coat landed on the floor.

Surely, I was imagining things. There was so much I wanted to explore, every hollow bend, every full curve on her frame.

They all added up to Dana.

I was in love with her. Too fast. Completely out of the blue. And recklessly in love with her—yet I couldn’t say a word.

She looked down herself at the sheer plum colored lace teddy, then her eyes met mine.

“I thought you liked purple.”

This was a recently true fact. Purple was my favorite color, tied with the color of her pouty, pink lips.

She swayed, her hands behind her back.

Is there anything better than this?

The new way she was looking at me, relaxed and hungry at the same time, was sensational. I watched her chest slowly move with every breath. From fantasy into flesh, the redheaded vixen in front of me made Jessica Rabbit seem like Raggedy Ann, and she’d done it all for me.

“Nah. I just like you.”

Her shoulders lowered as she exhaled. Finally, she smiled wide enough to convince me I’d done something right.

I confessed, “I want to do some pretty fucked up, dirty things to you.”

She laughed softly, and challenge flashed in her eyes. “Then what are you waiting for?”

Not much more was said until the words became much—much—more scandalous.

In the past, I’d said a thing or two, here or there, but I had a hard time keeping things, that felt as fantastic as Dana did, to myself. With her, that shit slipped out almost in one constant torrent.

She fucking loved it. Praise the Lord.

“I want to fuck you forever,” I said through my teeth against her ear as I hammered into her from behind. She was so goddamned wet, and the sounds of our bodies slapping together, coupled with how snug I fit, deep inside her tight little pussy, made me voracious.

“Yes,” she panted. Her arms had long given out, and I reached up the mattress to lace my fingers with all ten of hers. “Cord, I’m going to come again.”

I was tempted to slowdown, but also outright unable to. “Hold back as long as you can, baby.”

I was holding the fuck on too. I never wanted it to end, but if I had to feel her tighten around my cock one more time, I was going to blow apart.

“I can’t hold it. I just … ah.” Her breath caught, a sweet whimper finished her sentence, and her back arched into me even more. She trembled beneath me and shouted my name. “Cord.”

Hearing—feeling—her say it like that, I didn’t stand a chance.

I probably never did.
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That afternoon, we didn’t stop for much. Soon it was dark. Somewhere between knocking a canvas from the wall in my bedroom and pulling all the blankets off the bed, we ended up on the floor.

“You don’t have anything under your bed.”

I ran my finger down her spine, through the dip in the middle of her back, right to the crack of her perfect ass, and she shivered against me.

“Is that weird? What should be under there?”

“Well, that’s where I keep my …” She lifted her head and her eyes gazed into mine. “My old text books,” she lied.

We’d see about that next time I was there, but I let her off the hook.

“I’m starving.”

“I need to go get my bag.”

“In your car? Is it unlocked?”

She nodded.

“How about, you stay in here and make yourself at home. I’ll go get the bag and my phone. We’ll order something?”

“You have popcorn.” She said this like what else could we need?

“Popcorn still isn’t a meal, Ms. Redenbacher.”

She laughed, but it didn’t stop her from arguing. “It can be.”

I rolled around and got to my feet, bringing her up with me.

Pulling the jeans I’d worn earlier that day off the chair in my room, I slipped them on.

I placed a kiss on her flushed cheek. “I’ll be right back.”

Leaving her, when she was only wearing my bed sheet, was the hardest thing I’d done in my whole damn life.
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What in the fuck was wrong with me?

Cord left to get my bag, and I unraveled from the eight hundred thousand or more thread-count linens we’d just messed up. I went into his bathroom and checked myself.

Yep. Hair was thoroughly screwed. Mascara and eyeliner smudged all over hell and back. Not my best look.

Then, without thinking, I walked on wobbly legs and sat down on his stool.

No biggie, right?

Wrong!

I’d forgotten to shut the door, and he wasn’t going to be gone long. I kicked things into high gear, praying I could finish up before he was any wiser.

How could I have done such a stupid thing?

Peeing with the door open was like a fifth anniversary thing. Not a fourth or fifth pseudo-date-in-a-relationship-that’s-going-to-end-in-a-few-weeks-anyway thing.

I gathered paper before I was done, and then I heard him. I was midstream, and there was no stopping.

God, don’t let him come in here.

Please, I’ll be good from now on. I’ll even break for birds.

My prayers were almost answered. He didn’t step in front of the door, but he dropped the bag in front of it and left.

I just knew he’d heard me, and he’d think I was disgusting.

I was disgusting.

Who does that? A woman who’d been fucked within one frazzled thread of her sanity. That’s who.

Our days were already numbered, even before my dumb-dumb piss with the door wide open move. So it didn’t even matter. I’d be gone the next weekend to the lake with my girls, then there’d be one more weekend or so, and then the wedding. Time would go fast.

Since I was embarrassed and needed a minute, I decided to take a quick, no-time-for-washing-the-sex-out-of-my-hair shower. With my bag inside, I made damn sure to close the door first.

Clean and clearer headed, I walked out into the main living area determined to pretend it never happened. I’d thought about putting my sweats on, since he’d asked me to bring them, but I needed to redeem myself. Whatever we were doing wasn’t going to last forever, but I was going to do everything I could to stretch it out—at least for the night.

Okay, maybe the weekend.

My duffel bag had provisions for an extended stay. Never the less, I didn’t wear a single thing I’d brought. Instead, I robbed his lucky Royals shirt from his closet and prayed for the best.

That was the only thing I was wearing when he saw me round the corner into the kitchen where he was talking on the phone.

“Shit. Great. Thanks,” he said in a rush and hung up, sliding his phone to the middle of the counter. His eyes roamed my body. “You have got to wear that all night.”

His smile was pleased, and not at all grossed out by me taking a public leak.

I took advantage, then like a fool pushed my luck. “Deal, but you’ll owe me.”

He leaned against the countertop and nodded for me to come closer, which I did. When I reached arm’s length, he put his hand up.

I stopped.

Biting his lip, he lifted the hem of the shirt and found I wasn’t wearing underwear.

He told God thank you, and then gently pulled out the neck on the old baseball shirt and looked down it. Again, he gave the all mighty his gratitude.

“What would you say if I told you I just ordered tacos and that I have a Capitan and coke ready for you over there?” Confidence lifted his brow, and he nodded behind me near the refrigerator—where I’ll be damned if he didn’t have a drink already made for me.

“I’d say we’re almost even.” Jumping for joy wasn’t a normal reaction of mine, but I thought about it.

Tacos and rum? It was almost like Christmas because—on top of it all—he was still shirtless.

“I’m going to grab a shower, but I’ll be out before it gets here.” He lifted his hand, I immediately thought he was going to give me another dog pat on the head, but instead he put his palm to my cheek and bent to kiss me.

I loved how his stupid lips paired with mine. They were always warm and soft, even when the damn things kissed the sense out of me.

While he showered, I made myself at home, poked around in his kitchen, and found that his pantry was well stocked with baking things and ingredients. I sipped from my glass and rummaged through his cabinets as I ate straight out of the bag of cheese popcorn.

It was the good stuff too. The kind that made my fingers all orange and yummy.

After my reconnaissance mission in his kitchen, I took my drink to the living room and quickly found the remote to his TV on the coffee table.

His furniture was nice. It looked new and stylish, but very cozy. One end of the sectional had a recliner, and then it wrapped around, capped with a chaise lounge on the other side where there were pillows and cashmere blankets. I wondered if he’d picked it all out himself, because it looked questionably similar to something I’d seen, straight out of an Ikea magazine.

In fact, his whole house was that way. Trendy, but perfectly lived in.

I was thinking how he definitely had an eye for nice things when I heard the back door open.

What kind of delivery guy just walks in?

Then again, the guy has his own cab driver.

“Hey, Cord! What are you doing?” a male voice shouted. I ran to the couch and jumped on it, pulling an insanely soft, white afghan over my naked bottom half.

“Where are you?” Trevor yelled as I caught his attention in the living room.

He froze.

I froze. Willed myself into invisibility, but failed.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

“Um. Cord’s here right?”

I nodded.

He pointed, scratched his man bun, and then pointed down the hall.

I took a deep breath, hoping by the time I exhaled I’d know what to say, but I didn’t have to because Trevor reversed.

“I’m just gonna go.”

Why couldn’t he have been an unusual delivery driver?

“Okay,” I replied. “You know—“

He held his hand up. “No, I don’t want to.” He continued to back up, and when he reached the door he’d casually just bound through, he spun back around.

“Are you two…”

To be fair, he didn’t say what, so I just shrugged and hoped that was good enough. Apparently, it was because he left.

About a minute after I heard him pull out of the drive, Cord strolled down the hall wearing lounge pants and a tight-fitting undershirt.

“Are you finding anything to watch?” he asked as he pulled a beer from the fridge and headed my way. “Trevor keeps telling me to check out Shameless, but I haven’t started season one yet.”

The name Trevor made my asshole pucker and words tumble out of my face. “Oh, yeah. Yeah. I’ve heard that’s really good.”

My fingers were crossed under the blanket.

I knew firsthand it was good, but I was reeling from my run-in with his young friend.

Besides, who would pass up the opportunity to watch Kev’s full frontal in the first episode again? Sure as hell not me. I’d only watched the first couple shows a few months before anyway.

While he got the series cued up and thoughtfully refreshed my drink, I hardcore debated whether or not I should say anything about Trevor stopping by. But, then he came and sat beside me, and I didn’t want another weird thing to possibly ruin our night.

You piss like a full-blast fire hose in front of a guy and then tell me what you would have done.

When the tacos arrived, Cord answered the door because he was wearing clothes. He’d argued—and I quote—because he didn’t want the taco guy to see my pussy.

It was the hardest, pee-incident-erasing, friend’s-kid-stopping-by-forgetting swoon of my life.

 

[image: ]

 

Three captain and cokes and five episodes later, we were sharing the chaise lounge and the blanket from Heaven. I wasn’t sure if it was the alcohol, the afternoon sex fest, the belly full of tacos, or all three, but I was sleepy.

It didn’t help that Cord always found some way to rub my skin. It was so damn relaxing. Balled up beside him, purring with each stroke like a damn cat—which I truly believed he liked—I savored the pampering.

With every minute that passed, I got deeper and deeper into trouble.

Yawning, I kicked my leg over his, making myself even more comfortable.

“You’re tired. Let’s go to bed,” he said into my hair when the episode came to an end. “We can watch more some other time.”

I sat up first, since I was basically on top of him. After kicking my other bare leg free of the blanket, I stood and stretched. I swayed, waiting for him to get up, but then he tossed me over his shoulder as he got to his feet.

I didn’t even try to fight him on it, and he didn’t rub it in. I hated that the night was coming to an end, but my eyes were heavy and they needed sleep.

He must have remade the bed sometime around when he took the shower. Because when he tugged my legs across his chest and I found myself in front of him, in his arms, he was climbing into it like nothing had happened there earlier.

It was perfect and cool, and beside him, I fell asleep.

Later, I rolled over to see where he was, wanting to get close after separating in the night, but he wasn’t there.

Then I heard him—peeing with the door open.

It was just as weird as when I’d done it, but at least we were even.
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“Well, I’ve kind of been seeing someone,” I confessed to my dad on the phone as I drove down I-70. He’d already been skirting the subject.

It was funny. My mom rarely pried for information with regards to my private life. My dad, on the other hand, always brought it up.

“Really now. Do you think I’ll ever get to meet this one?” His teasing voice filled my Elantra.

I wasn’t sure why I’d been the one to bring it up with him that time, but I had. I supposed it might be because I couldn’t gab to my usual peanut gallery—Becca the Blabber Mouth or Jodi. But I was dying to talk about Cord with someone. Strangely, it just ended up being my dad.

The truth came out easily. “I think you’d like him.”

“Well, Angela doesn’t get off work for another hour or, so I’m on the porch with a cigar. Tell me about this guy.”

I shifted in my seat and sat up straighter. “Okay, his name is Cord. He loves the Royals and says he can bake. He’s got a bike, but don’t worry, he makes me wear a helmet.” Total information dump, high school girl style.

“I like him already.”

I laughed knowing that would catch his attention. “He’s weird and kind of funny sometimes—I don’t know. He’s friends with Becca and Reuben.”

“What do they think?”

I groaned. “Well, they don’t really know we’ve been hanging out.”

“Why not?”

My first impulse was to tell him the un-sugar-coated reality, that whatever Cord was doing with his daughter, was most likely not long-term. However, I didn’t feel like saying it out loud, not when I was having so much fun listing all the things I liked about him.

Things I would want in a relationship.

“Dad, that would make it so awkward later. Besides, Becca is too busy with the wedding to give two shits about who I’m seeing at the moment.”

“Fine. What does Jodi say?”

Think fast, Rogers.

“Oh, she’s busy with Max.” I pressed my back against the seat and locked my elbows straight, stretching as I drove. “Like I said, we’re just kind of seeing each other. It’s not major or anything. It’s fun.”

“It’s fun now because it’s a secret,” he alleged.

Was that what the allure was? Shit.

“I’m just going with the flow, Dad. You know? It’s been nice having someone to do stuff with. Everyone’s been so busy lately.”

“Okay, you’re going to do what you want anyway, so I’ll keep my advice to myself. You’ve always been stubborn. You know you kept your training wheels on until you were like thirteen.”

Here we go.

“No, I didn’t,” I argued.

“Okay, until you were nine.”

“I wasn’t ready.” It wasn’t the first time I’d heard the story.

“That’s what I’m saying. You do things in your time. Dana time.” He chuckled.

“Yeah. Yeah. I get that from you.” I took a sip from the McDonald’s fountain coke I’d brought for the drive.

Talking with my dad made the time pass, and when we finally hung up, I scanned the radio for some driving tunes. When I landed on a station playing “Lay Your Hands on Me” by the Jovi himself, I sang it at the top of my lungs.

I’d have a little over a day to get the cabin prepared for the weekend, but judging by how tidy Cord’s house was, I didn’t expect it to take that long to get it ready for us four girls.

We didn’t need much more than a refrigerator to keep our drinks cold and lawn chairs. Becca wanted a fun getaway where she could just chill out and take a break from planning. The mission was to relax, talk until we lost our voices, and get drunk.

It was dark when I drove through Osage Beach, following the directions on my car’s GPS. I turned onto a curvy lane lined with trees. Since I knew I was getting close, I drove slower to read the numbers on the mailboxes as I passed them.

Sometimes you can’t trust the navigation thing. Trust me, I’d ended up in some pretty strange places when I’d first moved to Kansas City.

When I found the right one, I turned onto a paved drive that almost immediately went sharply downhill. There were lights on the large garage, which was about all you could see of the cabin.

I pulled out the garage door opener, which Cord had given me to use, from the console and pressed the button.

Unless he had two of the same damn truck, he was fucking there.

I’d just talked to him that afternoon, before I left my house, and he hadn’t said anything about making a trip to the lake.

Didn’t he think I could manage?

If he didn’t trust me in his house, then why had he agreed to let us use it?

I put my car in park on the concrete driveway and climbed out.

Whatever.

It was his place and there was nothing I could do about him being there. My temper was flaring, so I quickly dismissed the flash of excitement I felt about getting to see him.

With the trunk open, I began yanking the totes I’d brought with things I thought we’d need.

“How was your drive?”

I peeked around my car and answered, “Nice and quiet.” Yeah, I was being a dick, but why didn’t he just tell me he was coming too? I didn’t need a babysitter. Or a chaperone.

He picked up on my mood, “Whoa. You’re at the lake now, and it sounds like someone needs a drink.”

I could have used one. Or six.

When he got to me, I didn’t hesitate to load his arms with bags before he could manipulate the situation by touching me.

He stood there like a coatrack as I hung bags on him to carry inside. I even looped one around his neck. I figured eventually he’d tell me that was enough, but he didn’t. He only shifted and held his arm out farther for another.

When I didn’t have any more to adorn him with, he puckered his lips and bent forward for me to reach them.

As aggravated as I was, it was hard to get too angry when he looked that ridiculous. My retaliation had backfired and only made him cuter, which was frustrating in a completely different way.

I lifted up on my toes to meet him halfway, but in a show of defiance—I am a red head after all—I gave him my cheek.

That didn’t detour him, he slapped a big wet kiss on my face and moaned like he enjoyed it.

He probably did—the weirdo.

I refused to fall prey so easily, but when he got to my ear it started to tickle, and I squirmed away and headed for the cabin.

And, by the way, holy shit. If that was a cabin, then Disneyworld was just a playground.

Even though it was almost completely dark, the two-story window in the main room hosted a view of the lake that stopped me in my tracks. I unloaded what I was carrying on the counter, and then let myself wander off.

Big leather sofas. A massive fireplace opposite the wall of glass that framed the lakeside of the house. Double staircases tucked against the window, led to a floor below.

“Do you have more in the back seat, Oscar the Grouch?”

I wasn’t facing him, so it was safe to smile, but he wasn’t going to charm me that easily. I wasn’t a fool.

“A cooler and my suitcase.”

I leaned over the railing to see if I could get a glimpse of the floor below, but all I could see was a landing. Out the window, the back of the house had a massive deck, and beyond that, there was a lit path down to a dock.

I don’t know why I was surprised, but I’d been expecting a modest, yet cozy, little cabin on the lake. This was lovely. Luxurious. Fucking awesome.

After another minute or two, I headed back into the kitchen area to start unloading the shit I’d brought.

Through the open door to the garage, he yelled, “Do you want me to put this lifetime supply of wine in the refrigerator out here?”

I followed the sound of his voice and popped my head around the frame. He had the cooler open, and he held up two of the more than twelve bottles I’d brought.

He looked accusingly at me, but his exaggerated smile indicated he was just giving me shit.

Lifting my eyebrows, I gave him my best innocent closed mouth smile. “What? It’s a bachelorette party,” I defended.

His head fell back in understanding. “Oh, I see. And you were in charge of the open bar.”

“Who says that’s for anyone but me?”

“Dana,” he challenged.

“The refrigerator is fine.” Then I went back into the house before I tackled him. Why do guys look hotter when you’re kind of pissed?

I hadn’t brought that much food because it was just the lake and not Mars. Plus, I’d planned on going shopping the next day.

If you’d never been to the Ozarks, then you probably couldn’t understand how good the shopping was, but here were outlets for days and so many unique shops to wander in and out of—if you had the time.

I wouldn’t call myself a shopper, per se. In fact, I hated shopping with people, but if given the time, and when I had a little cushion built up in my budget, I could get lost doing it for hours on end. Alone.

Which was what I’d planned to do with my extra time the next day, but that had all been foiled by the six-foot-whatever giant shithead who walked into the kitchen, holding up a half empty container of Tide, looking at me like I was the only lunatic in the room.

“You said it was a cabin,” I explained. “I didn’t know if your towels were going to be all musty. You know? I was just going to rewash some things, if I needed to. Weird smelling towels freak me out.”

Tell me one thing that’s worse than a sour towel right when you’re fresh from the shower. That’s another kind of surprise that I didn’t like. Add that to the list, right after finding a sexy man in a fancy cabin the night you’re on a mini vacation. Alone.

Yeah, I had to remind myself why I was upset about that again, too.

He thinks you’re helpless.

No. I knew better than that.

Dig, Dana. You were so pissed.

He didn’t tell you.

Yeah, that was it.

But even though I was latched onto that argument, I was also beginning to see how weak it was. Whatever. My attitude didn’t seem to faze him anyway. He was still all nods and winks and smiles and ass pats as he passed by me.

When things were organized into their for-the-weekend spots, he grabbed my hand and kissed my knuckles.

Ugh. I was weak.

Besides, I was in a beautiful place for the weekend, which I was about to spend with my girlfriends. A place this guy had offered to us—for free, mind you. I’d be searching AirBnB to see what places like that went for by the weekend. He could be making a lot of money.

Shit, maybe he did. I didn’t know.

My hand still in his, he tugged me. “Come on. Let me show you around the place and how to do a few things.”

I took a deep breath, letting my hostility dwindle. I was being a baby, and he was being nicer than I deserved.

Everyone has those moments, right? It was probably because I was hormonal, it was almost the end of the month. Maybe it was a good thing he was there that night, because I was sure the next week I’d be off the grid, so to speak. I’d been known to go completely radio silent those days.

He walked me down the hall on the first floor showing me different rooms and suites.

Soon, I was holding his one hand with all ten of my fingers—one hand on top, the other on bottom—as we dashed in and around the cabin.

When we got to the master bathroom, he led me to the big shelf on the wall where wash cloths and towels were displayed like piled books in different colors of blue.

He squared my shoulders with his and pulled one off the shelf beside my head, handed it to me, and confidently demanded, “Sniff it.”

I closed my eyes and buried my face in the fluffy azure terrycloth. It smelled just like the ones he had at home.

“Does your highness approve?”

Dick. Meh. Adorable dick.

I lunged like I was going to attack him. He humored me, flinching with his hands up in defense. I reached for his ears and pulled him to me. I pretended I was going to eat his face off, but then kissed him lightly until he hummed against my mouth.

His fingers pushed my hair away from my face. “There she is.”

“Hey.” I wasn’t done yet and kissed his bottom lip again.

He groaned, bent more, and then wrapped me up in his arms, letting my feet dangle in front of his legs as he held us face to face. “I missed you again.”

“You did?” Those words made me feel so unusual. Kind of sick, but in a lovely way.

“Yeah. What’s that all about?” he asked.

I whispered, “I don’t know.” Something in that moment felt very real. Well, very believable, at least.

“You missed me too, huh?” His forehead pressed against mine. We shared a split second where I was pretty sure we both knew what the answer was before I answered.

“Yeah.”

God, he was good.

Nose to nose, I wished the wedding was later in the summer, instead of only a few weeks away.

He closed his eyes and tilted his head to kiss me properly. It was another one of those times where I was caught up in the sight of him up close. Maybe I was stupid, but there was something very sexy about a man with his eyes shut. Additionally, he did this eyebrow bunching thing when I touched my tongue with his which got me every time.

I quit staring as soon as I could so I wouldn’t get busted for looking like a psychopath again.
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Her temper excited me, and as we spent more time together, I was learning how to read her. When Dana first saw me at the cabin, all signs indicated she was somewhat pissed.

I should have probably told her, but, like I said, her temper excited me, and as predicted, she showed up with a spirited fire in her eyes. One just small enough for me to put out without too much difficulty, which I enjoyed doing. The woman might have been somewhat explosive, but she cooled easily.

I’d hate to see her truly angry. Actually, that thought frightened me a little.

When my towels passed her whiff test, I saw her coming around.

By the time I was showing her how to operate the hot tub, she was back to being sweet and sassy, as opposed to just the latter. I’d flipped up half of the cover to the tub, and I leaned against the enclosed side as she ran her fingers through the bubbling water.

I was confident I’d went over everything she needed me to.

Ask me to stay.

“If your keys are in your car, I’ll move it and then I’ll be out of your hair,” I said.

“What?” She stepped between my legs, flattened her petite hands across my chest, and looked up at me. Those deep blue eyes crippled me sometimes.

Ask me to stay, dammit.

“I didn’t come here to crash your party, Dana. I had a guy come this morning to fix the hot tub for you guys, and I didn’t think you’d appreciate all the patio furniture sitting in the storage room. So I moved it out. Plus, Reuben called me last night. Becca asked to take the boat out on Sunday, so I hauled it down and put her in the water.”

Which reminded me, I still needed to name the damn thing.

She gawked, silent. Understanding wrinkled her forehead.

“I just took the day off to get a few things done so you’d have fun this weekend.” I pushed her hair behind her shoulders and smoothed it down her back.

Dana was a challenging puzzle, and usually not the first one of us to be affectionate. Of course, she always returned it. So when she wrapped her arms around my waist, pressed her cheek against my chest, and hugged me, it was priceless.

“Why don’t you stay?” she asked quietly against my shirt. “And I’m sorry I was bitchy when I got here.”

Victory is mine!

I stroked the skin on the back of her arm, enjoying the moment. She didn’t want me to go, and it was the first time she’d ever apologized for giving me attitude. Attitude which quite literally turned me on.

I loved that she was feisty, unlike many wilting flowers I’d been with in the past. Dana had a fierce backbone, and I’d never want her to lose it. It made her who she was, and she was easily forgiven after hearing she wanted me to stay.

However, I’d prepared for both outcomes and brought a packed bag, my laptop, and had a reservation at a nearby resort—in the event I hung out a while, but still felt it best to leave.

It was my place, but I’d offered it to her and didn’t want to intrude.

Now, I didn’t have to.

“Don’t be sorry. I sprung it on you.” I gathered she wasn’t fond of surprises.

She rested her chin on my sternum and peered up at me, her eyes earnest. “Do you have to go? Like do you have to get back for work or anything?”

I was the boss. Work was wherever I was, whenever I was doing it. Besides, Cheryl and Lance practically shoved me out the door when I mentioned taking a few days off. They had things under control.

“I don’t have to work.”

A lazy smile played on her face, and she slanted her head to the side, pretending to consider something. “Then you should probably just stay. It’s too late to drive back.”

I adjusted lower on the edge of the spa, widened my stance, so she could get closer to me, and she took advantage, pressing herself between my legs.

I liked how unguarded she was being, and I foolishly pushed my luck.

“You need me to?”

She nodded her head slowly and lifted up on her toes. “Nope, but I want you to.”

That was so much better. God, that woman had my balls in a vice, and she didn’t even know it.
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“The best days are when I find a way for a student to afford what they need. Loans are no joke for those kids. If it wasn’t for Mom and Dad saving for my college, I’d be totally fucked right now.”

Somehow the conversation had turned to our jobs, something neither of us usually brought up.

We’d taken turns playing music with our phones over the speakers as we drank on the lower patio. She thought it was cool that she could sync her phone to them and change songs without getting up.

“Was that always what you wanted to do?”

“Not hardly, I wanted to be a high school principal when I was a kid. How about you?” She tucked her feet underneath her butt in the club chair next to mine.

“This sounds dumb, but as a kid, I just wanted a job where I had to wear a hard hat. My grandpa had to, and I’d always thought that men just wore them when they went to work.”

Her beautifully wine stained grin slid off to one side. She looked so natural and relaxed. “Do you wear one?”

“I do,” I proudly confirmed.

She put her glass down on the wide arm of the chair and graciously offered her congratulations in the form of a slow clap. “Well done, Mr. Taylor. Mission accomplished, and now you have all of this. All you could ever want.”

Mr. Taylor. Oh, how I like hearing that.

What she’d said was mostly correct, but there was still a lot missing. There were only a few things I wanted for, but still so much that I needed. Namely, the mouthy redhead to my right.

“So, exactly, how did you amass such an empire?”

My beer was cool and as refreshing as her conversation, and I took another drink.

“I take risks.” I’d answered in jest, but it was the truth. “I have a few small businesses. Mostly ones that I bought for cheap and then invested a little in. So that helps. During a normal day, it might be anything from checking on a job site to see if it’s moving along to making sure contractors are staying on schedule. Getting bids for upcoming projects. Having them revised. Mostly, it’s just a lot of paperwork and emails,” I explained.

I hadn’t done much of my own labor since I put in the dock two summers back when I bought and renovated the cabin. It wouldn’t be long until I was looking for another hands-on project to do for myself.

Maybe another property. Who knew? But I could feel the itch.

“Well, whatever you’re doing, I think it’s working.” She yawned and rested her head on the back of the chair she’d sat in side ways to face me while we talked. “Is Cord short for something?”

“Cordell. Family name. Cordell Ferguson Taylor.”

She smiled but didn’t laugh. “I like it. I’m Dana Elaine Rogers.”

“That’s a good name.” It suited her.

As I’d done from the start, I used restraint when I spoke to her, but when we were relaxing and just being together, I often wanted to dig deeper. Ask her questions about what she wanted. Where she saw her future. Things she wanted to accomplish.

But there were only a few more weeks left until the wedding, and so far, everyone was happy, from what I could tell. What Dana and I were doing wasn’t adding any stress to Becca or Reuben. In fact, taking things slow had been surprisingly beneficial and not too rough at all.

I reassured myself that there would be plenty of time to pick her brains and mine her for information later, in a few weeks. I’d let things just happen; there was no rush.

She looked tired, and it was getting late.

“I have Netflix here too. Want to watch an episode or two of Shameless?”

You could have translated that to, “Want to go inside and sit somewhere I can touch you?”

“Oh, my God. I wasn’t even going to look to see if you had Netflix here. Have you watched ahead?”

Watched ahead, intentionally? No. But I’d already seen most of season one before we’d met. She didn’t need to know that. Besides, the show was awesome.

“Nope. Have you?”

“No. It would have been pretty damn tempting though, if I was here alone. Good thing you showed up.” She emptied the last of her glass into her mouth and sat up. “Let’s go.”

She walked in, and I followed, shutting lights off on the way. Everything felt right, including the view of her sweet ass as I trailed her up the stairs.

“If you grab me a water, then I’ll lug your suitcase to the room,” I said and lifted the sliding handle.

“Okay.” Barefooted, she padded to the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. “Wait. Which room?”

“The master.”

“No. I can’t stay in there. Just put my stuff in one of the others.”

I stopped and turned to give her my full attention. “Why in the hell can’t you stay in there?”

She pulled a bag of popcorn from one of her totes and tore it open. “Because. It’s not like this is my boyfriend’s place or something. I have no claim to it. More importantly, it’s Becca’s weekend. She should have it.”

I was so motherfucking tempted to argue. I didn’t give a shit about the label. Okay, maybe I did since she’d brought it up. But we were in a gray area, at the beginning of things, and defining shit like that was tricky.

I decided to skip that war.

“They won’t be here until Friday, Dana. It’s only Wednesday.”

She shoved another handful of cheddar popcorn into her mouth, squinting at me in deliberation.

I added, “Besides, if you’re planning on bringing that bag of popcorn to bed, we’ll have to wash the sheets anyway.”

Her eyes grew wide and she covered her mouth with her hand, and then held it up palm out to me. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

“Bring it with you.”

If sleeping alone meant no popcorn kernels in my bed, and sleeping with Dana meant there’d be a few, I’d get over them.

Every rose has its thorn, right?

She tucked the bottles of water under her arm so that her hands were free as she walked.

“Now that’s what I call compromise, Cordell.”

I liked making her happy, and, I had to admit, I loved watching her lick her fingers.

Twenty minutes into the episode, after she’d wolfed down half of the long clear bag, she fell asleep sitting up against the headboard, fully clothed, on top of the covers, glasses still on. Her mouth hung open, jaw unhinged, and she was so damn close to drooling.

I paused the episode we were on and made my peace with seeing it a third time. She was worth it.

As gently as I could not to wake her, I got up, kicked off my shoes, and stripped down to my boxers.

Dana was legit passed the fuck out. I even did the floppy arm test and it just fell, palm up, without even a stir. Her shoes were already off since she’d kicked them off the second she had wine in her hand, but I didn’t want to be a creep and strip her naked. Although, I didn’t think jean shorts were going to be very comfortable to sleep in.

After slowly pulling the frames from her face, folding and stashing them on the bedside table, I dipped my fingers into the waistband of her shorts and unbuttoned them, watching her for signs of life.

“You’re touching my fat roll,” she croaked. Then she clumsily smacked my hands away, lifted her ass off the bed, and tugged her shorts off herself.

Fat roll or just the crease where her body bent from the way she was inclined, it didn’t matter. She didn’t need any improvement, and I adored every part of her. Soft, tight, or otherwise.

I wasn’t sure if she was all the way awake or not, but she kept her eyes shut. She wrestled the blankets, kicking and flopping, until she slipped under them, rolling toward the center of the bed.

I mounted the mattress beside her, and then stretched to click off the lamp.

“I’ve touched you lots of places. I’ve liked all of them.”

She hummed and chucked her arm over my chest, heaving herself into my side.

“I was a short, husky kid. Braces. Hard to tame fire-red hair. Freckles. Glasses. You name it.” Although it was hard to picture her that way, the image of young Dana was endearing.

Her legs found mine, and she pushed her foot through the space between my calves. The sheet was cool under her pillow, where I slid my arm under her head so I could get closer.

“Even with all of that, I bet—No, I’m sure—you were still …” I kissed the top of her head as she wiggled, getting comfortable. “… mouthy as hell.”

“Just for that, I’m not going to have sex with you until tomorrow.”

A smile crept across my mouth. What a smartass.

Sex was never the last thing on my mind, so I won’t lie, but I wouldn’t trade a single minute we’d spend together that night for a single orgasm—no matter how good they were.

But sex tomorrow? Well, that didn’t sound too fucking bad.
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I always shaved before I showered because it never failed that I’d miss the shaving cream that somehow always got on my ear.

From the bathroom, I heard her wake and stretch just as I was smoothing the cream over my face. When the water was the right temperature, I began.

I surveyed her as she passed the door, which I’d left intentionally open, but before I was finished with my razor work, she returned.

“Do you need the bathroom?” I asked when she put the lid down on the stool and silently sat to watch me.

“No. I went down the hall.” Her hair had half fallen out of the bun thing she’d pulled it up into the night before, and her eyes were still sleep-swollen and glassy under her thick black frames.

“What are you going to do today?” I gave the blade a rinse. Stretching my upper lip, I shaved the spot under my nose.

“I have to go shopping for the weekend. I thought about cooking some stuff ahead of time so nobody would have to later, but I don’t know.”

I tapped the razor, then ran it up my neck. “I’ll go with you if you want company.”

When I’d told her I didn’t want to intrude, I hadn’t been lying. However, I’d be damned if I didn’t have a free day, and I couldn’t think of a better way to spend it than with the grouchy spitfire to my left.

I rinsed the steel blade again and looked to my side at her face. Her mouth was pinched to one side, thinking.

“I’ll let you go, if you wash my hair. Unless you’ve already showered, and you just put on the same underwear. Which is so gross.”

Still wearing the pair of boxers I’d slept in, I answered, “Oh, I’ll wash your hair. In fact, I’ll wash whatever you want.”

She stood up as I reached into the shower and turned on the water. She was always cantankerous in the morning, but she was also very affectionate. I’m sure I don’t have to tell you how much I liked it.

“If you keep your mouth shut and do a good job, maybe I’ll let you stay another night.”

She better let me stick around longer than that. As far as I was concerned, after this weekend, we were in the homestretch.

“What do I have to do to take you to dinner?”

She grimaced, tossed her glasses to the counter, and then pulled her shirt over her head only to wrestle with the collar when she got tangled up.

Dana warned, “Oh, you are not gonna like it.”

“Try me.” She turned around and stepped out of her panties before looking over her shoulder, squinting to see.

“You’ll have to buy me breakfast.”

I’d buy her a fucking castle in the south of France if she’d ask me to. The Hope Diamond. Her very own popcorn factory, if it pleased her. What wouldn’t I do to keep her?

While she’d been facing away, I’d kicked my boxers off. I loved the way she looked me up and down, although I wasn’t sure how well she could see me, as she padded slowly into the walk-in. I followed, grabbing wash cloths off the wall as I trailed behind her glorious ass.

Thank God for my twenty-twenty vision.

“Breakfast? Easy,” I replied. “The cinnamon rolls are already out of the oven.”

“Oh, yeah,” she silently mouthed.

I stepped around her, getting under the spray as she fought with the hair tie snarled in her thick red mane.

“You’re a mess. Come here.”

She put her hands down, defeated and inched closer with her head down so I could see what I was dealing with. Gently, and after some strategic un-knotting, I pulled the elastic free.

She scratched her scalp. “Thank you.”

We’d never showered together before, but any activity where I get to see a completely naked Dana was one I was happy to participate in. I’d thought about it a lot, to be honest—like every time I took one. Thing was, our height difference was going to make getting all up in her tricky, but I loved a good challenge.

So after I fulfilled my obligations of washing her hair and other bits, I was going to also fa-fill her too.

Admittedly, I’m glad I kept that pun to myself.

We switched places, and she soaked her hair. Eyes closed. Mouth parted. Head angled back. Arms lifted, moving her russet locks around to make sure they all got wet. All while her heaven-sent breasts swayed before me under the hot water.

She blinked and wiped the water from her eyes.

It was a fine sight, and there was nowhere to hide my fast-rising appreciation. There I stood with a major boner, shampoo in hand, thinking about all the ways I could make her scream.

“Time to get to work,” she sang.

I was frozen and very much already in love with her, this much I knew. What surprised me was how fast it had developed, and how strongly I felt about convincing her to love me back.

Love, coincidentally, made me an extremely motivated pussy.

She cleared her throat when I didn’t move or say anything, but I was stuck in the moment.

“Um, how much do I use?” I finally asked.

She stole the bottle and squeezed a huge glob into my palm. It looked like enough to wash my truck, but who was I to question her regime? Whatever she was doing did her justice.

She read my face and explained, “I have a lot of hair.”

Although we’d never showered together, I had showered with women before. Let me tell you, shampoo amounts rarely came up. This was different. Oddly, I liked knowing every trivial thing about her. How much shampoo she used, which was roughly, by my best estimate, half of a gallon.

She put the bottle in a niche on the wall and turned around.

I washed the fuck out of that hair. I scrubbed. Scratched. Massaged. Lathered her up until there was more white than red between my fingers.

I put my hands around her waist and moved us forward to rinse.

“Now conditioner, but use a little more than the shampoo.”

Forgoing the hand fill method, I squeezed the bottle directly over her head until it looked coated. When I started to give it the same treatment as the shampoo, she told me to stop, and I did.

“Like this,” she instructed. Her fingers, spread wide, she combed through her long auburn locks. The creamy serum made her hair feel like silk and my hands moved through with surprising ease.

Her head pivoted from one side to the other, and, when she had enough, she turned so that her hair was under the water behind us. The sleepiness was gone from her eyes, and in place of it was a more hungry, more I’ve-had-enough-cleaning expression. I’d stayed the course, reveling in the hopes that she’d initiate something when she was ready.

I wasn’t exactly sure how we’d make it work in there, but I was damn sure I’d find a way. At that point, the granite in my shower was much softer than my dick, and I couldn’t ignore it any longer.

She pulled a wash cloth from the bar where I’d hung the pair of them, side by side. Her breasts swung against my arm, and that was probably my tipping point.

My mind was prepared to wait for her to make the first move, but my hand agreed to no such arrangement and had already started without us. It felt damn good—so fuck it—and I shamelessly touched myself. Stepping back, I found the tiled bench behind my knees and took a seat.

Dana added soap to her cloth, and before placing it back on the shelf, she squirted just enough over my hands and cock. She was just as wicked as I was.

She rubbed the cloth in her hands until it was soapy, and then gave me one hell of a show.

My stare followed her hands over her body, slick and slow. Then I glanced up at her face. Her fuck-hot lips were parted as she studied what I was doing to myself.

Over and over, I stroked my dick, and when she dropped her cloth and stepped closer, I thought she was going to hop on.

She didn’t.

Instead, she propped one of her legs on the ledge beside where I sat. She made a meal out of teasing me, caressing her breast in front of my face, and unabashedly pinching one of her nipples before heading south to the playground between her legs.

Erotic and wild, I’d never watched a woman touch herself like she was. I’d never touched myself, for more than a few tugs anyway, in front of a partner.

I greedily wanted to see what else she would do. Upping the ante, I smacked myself against the palm of my free hand, and she moaned.

The fingers on her right hand rubbed in circles as she played with herself right before my eyes.

The game was thrilling, but I wanted to be the one touching her.

The one pleasing her.

The one making her eyes flutter, her head roll.

The one making her moan.

Letting go of myself, my hands wandered behind her and I leaned forward to catch a breast with my mouth. She sidled closer, and when I thought she was going to climb on my lap again, she carefully turned, waggled her ass in my face, and then she started to sit. Facing away from me, she straddled my legs and steadied her weight with her hands on my knees. Then she lowered her wet body onto mine.

Sweet mother of God. Reverse cowgirl …in the shower …with a bombshell …who made every other woman on the planet disappear …who made every-fucking-thing on the planet disappear.

The tile beneath my ass was slick, so it was easy to move with her as she began to ride me on the edge of the shower bench.

Yet, she hadn’t gone all the way down. You know what I mean? She hadn’t given me everything she had, and in turn, I had so much more to give her.

My fingers ached to clutch her by the hips and smash her against me, but I let her set the pace, the depth. At least, I’d planned to for as long as I could.

Hot water sprayed over our bodies as I moved her hair to one side and gripped her shoulder. Leaning back, I watched my cock disappear in and out of her as her ass bobbed on my lap.

Deeper and deeper, she went.

“Fuck yes. Ride my cock. Just. Like. That.”

“Ah,” she panted. “Oh.”

Gloriously, I held on to my composure as her speed increased. Her sounds got louder and came more often. She tightened inside, her back arched, and she pressed her shoulder blades into my chest. Dana’s hips rolled, and she reached behind herself to hold onto me.

“I… need…” She began, but never finished her thought.

“What do you need, baby?” My mouth at her ear, I promised, “I’ll fucking give you everything. Just say it.”

“I need more. I need more … of you.”

She could have it all.

Then she said a word that sparked an instant reaction. “Please.”

I rose, lifting her with me by the back of her thighs. She held on to my neck as I switched places with her, putting her knees on the seat, and reminded myself that I needed to be careful.

She was small in comparison to me, and I had to I spread my legs wide across the shower basin to align myself with her. I didn’t want to hurt her, roughly beating her against the hard surface, so I wrapped my arm around her stomach and held her tight to my chest.

“If this is too much, tell me. I’m going to fuck you hard, Dana.”

Holding both our weight away from the wall with one hand, I crashed into her. Just once, a test.

“Yes,” she wailed.

“Is that enough for you? Is that what you like?”

She begged again, “Please.”

Every tether I had to my control snapped, and I pounded into her. It was nearly vicious how I drove in and out.

The sounds around us grew louder. The water slapping the floor. Our moans. Our bodies colliding.

With my forearm around her waist, her fingernails dug into me, and she seized around my cock.

That’s what I’d wanted. That feeling right there.

Her coming on me. Around me. For me.

“That’s it. Fucking feel it? You’re mine, Dana.”

She repeatedly gasped—her tell. I twisted my hips, begging for even more. Marauded by my approaching orgasm, I lost myself.

Each swell of her chest constricted my hold around her. The sensation of her shaking sent tremors through my fingertips as they held on for dear life to hollows of her ribs.

I thrust ahead, and she took it all.

I roared her name.

She cried mine.

The echoes of our ecstasy clung to the steam on the walls.

“God, I love when you come for me.”

Dana was made for me. The perfect size. The perfect fit.

She turned her head, and I dipped to capture her panting, hedonist mouth with mine. And I could reach all of her—because I had to.

It was the last surge, the last crash, the final twitch of my orgasm’s end.

Or maybe not, because she quivered and an aftershock tore up my spine, and I found even more release.

She was surprise after surprise.

I dropped to the bench. My knees broke a fall that could have taken us both down, but I wasn’t letting go yet. When she relaxed her hold on my arm, I propped us against the wall where we sagged together and caught our breath.

I’d said she was mine, and I hoped she’d heard it because there was no going back for me. And, in about fifteen days, I wasn’t going to give a shit what anyone said or thought about it.

Fuck them. Fuck everything.

I’d keep my word, but I was also keeping her.
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I stood in front of my suitcase, making my mind up about what to wear. The muscles in my legs ached from our shower, but other than that, I’d never felt better in my whole life.

I’d successfully put the voices in my head on mute. It wasn’t too hard at all. Not when he did all the right things. Said all the right words. Touched every single right spot on my body.

No. It was easy to be with Cord.

The hard part was going to be in a few weeks when I’d have to pull the plug. I was already in over my head, and things had moved from dangerous territory to you’ll need FEMA to clean up your heart when this is done.

The smart, logical voice of reason, deep within my head, had warned me that every time I saw him, it would only make things hard when it was over. She also reminded me daily that after our few weeks together, I’d have to get away or I’d never survive it.

Sure, I could let things go on for a few more months. It would even be fun, I was sure. But then, when the newness, the thrill of passion ebbed and the secret got too big to hold in, he’d lose interest and I wouldn’t be able to hide away to lick my wounds in peace.

Past the wedding, if things didn’t end then, everyone would know, and I wouldn’t be able to bear them bringing it up.

Yet, I was still fucked—even more fucked than I’d been in his high-end shower.

I wasn’t strong enough to turn him away when he’d offered to leave. I’d wanted him there too much. With my eyes wide open, I’d spend the day and night with him knowing each new memory would be one that I’d have to scrub from my mind in due time.

Still, I was going to do it, but I feared those memories would be totally fucking worth it.

He was already dressed in shorts, t-shirt and a ball cap. He looked fresh and relaxed, sitting in the chair across the room as he put on his shoes.

“Shit. Dana, look at your knees.”

I stepped back from the bed and leaned forward, lifting the towel out of my way so I could see what he was talking about.

Yikes. Sex wounds. Red and scuffed up.

I ran my fingers over them. They weren’t sore—at least not yet. Funny how an orgasm can numb superficial wounds after sex.

Ironically, I hoped sex would do the same for my stupid heart. Maybe I wouldn’t feel the pain as much if I ended things on a high note. As good as he was, it wouldn’t surprise me if that was possible.

He came over and squatted in front of me. “Damn. Are they sore?”

“Nah. Your Royal Highness’s knees are tough.” I gave his shoulder a push.

“I’m sorry.”

I poked him in the cheek. “I’m not.”

He’d also left four red spots on my side where he’d dug into me there at the end. They’d fade that day, and he’d never be the wiser.

I loved how strong he was. How powerful he was. Yet, I always felt safe in his arms. Protected. He wouldn’t purposefully hurt me—physically. I was certain of that.

Emotionally? That would be all on me.

I dropped the bottom edge of the towel and went back to hunting for clothes in my suitcase.

“All right. I’ll go make us some coffee. Those rolls are best when they’re still warm. So hurry up.”

As he walked by me, he grabbed my ass cheek and then gave it a good swat—which I totally liked. My mouth fell open and the words, “Oh yeah,” fell out of it.

From the doorway, his eyes lit up. “Oh yeah?”

My chest caved, and I laughed. It was yet another time when he looked like he was about to jump me, and I loved it.

“Oh yeah?” he taunted again—not dropping it.

“What?”

He stalked back. “You like your ass spanked?”

The instinct to flee flashed through me, but I didn’t move because I wanted to get caught.

Needless to say, my ass was about as red as my knees by the time we made it to Target later that morning.
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“I’m going to customer service so they can print Becca’s registry.”

He stopped and glowered down at me. “The what?”

“Their gift registry. I figured while I’m here, while I’m actually shopping, I might as well get their wedding gift.” Maybe I didn’t have to do it that day, but it was on my initial list of things to do. Like I said, I wasn’t a huge shopper, but when I committed to going, I got shit done.

“You can’t just pick something out for them?”

Standing by the cart corral, just inside the doors, I pleaded my case. “Yeah, I could, but why guess? They made a list of stuff that they specifically want. Why chance it?”

“Because you’re their friend. That’s for other people.”

My head pitched forward, and I argued, “No. That’s for everyone.”

His brow tightened, and he looked disappointed in me. My dad used to give me the same look when I was being a shit, but I didn’t see what the big deal was.

“You do what you’re gonna do. I’m going to buy something off the list.”

He wrangled a cart free of the clustered row—a little aggressively I might add.

Inwardly, I snickered because I enjoyed frustrating him.

“I’ll be down there.” I couldn’t help myself but to smile as big as I could in his direction. It also kind of excited me that I wouldn’t have to push the cart. I hated those damn things.

After the three-mile-long list was printed, I turned to see him waiting just outside the customer service area, casually looking at his phone. He rolled his eyes at the screen, and then typed something before he looked up, saw me, and shoved it in his pocket.

“Work?” I guessed when I got near.

“No. Reuben.”

“Does he need something?” I was prying, but I wasn’t sure why. Maybe just for conversation. Maybe because I was curious about that whole Ruben-didn’t-want-us-to-see-each-other thing that Nolan had let slip at the gym.

“He needs to get a fucking life.” He did that head tipping thing and gave me a grin. “What’s on your great, big list there, Sexy Claus?”

“No. Don’t even start with the names today. And a better question would be: what’s not on this list.” Then, like a smart ass, I pulled out my personal list. “Wait. Did you mean this one?”

“You’re going to need a list for your lists if you don’t watch it.”

I started walking, and he caught up. “I’m not forcing you to shop with me. Really. You can go wander around. Or leave and come back. Or go back to KC. Honestly, I’ve got this.”

He grazed my arm, and I slowed my roll.

“Oh no, you don’t, Dana. I washed your hair, provided you with breakfast, and got you off—how many times is that already today? So suck it.” He snatched my original list out of my hand and started moving again. “You’re stuck with me today.”

I laughed and hoped no one overheard. But, yeah, it wasn’t so bad.

Down almost every aisle, we threw things into the cart. You’d think we were staying at his house for weeks. It was a good time though.

I couldn’t remember a single instance when I’d never been to the store with a guy, and I tried not to overthink about how it might be a long time until it happened again.

Knowing my luck, maybe never.

“Soda and water are the only things left on here,” he stated. We pulled down the aisle where the drinks were, him in the lead. “I’ll throw them on the bottom. What kinds do you want? In the meantime, you look at that dumbass registry for strangers and figure out what you want us to buy.”

Us. That word felt like riding a rollercoaster right off the tracks.

Dana, check yourself.

“I’ll pick something, and then you can pick something if you want, but we are not getting them anything together.” I was arguing up at the back of his head, but, lost in my defense, I slammed right into him when he abruptly stopped.

“Excuse me.” With one arm, he grabbed a huge case of water and slid it on the rack beneath the cart. “Two?” he asked like I wasn’t trying to win a fight with him.

“Two. You heard me, right?”

He heaved the other beside the first, then answered. “Yeah, I heard you.” Farther down the aisle, he walked, pulling the cart along with him. “Coke? Pepsi?”

“Coke. We’re not sharing a gift, Cord. And maybe Sprite.” He yanked cases of both off the shelf and finagled them onto the front of the buggy, but he didn’t look very confident they’d stay, making a silly face as he anticipated which would fall first.

Did he not realize we were arguing? In the middle of Target. On the soda and water aisle. For crying out loud.

Or was it all going over his head?

Someone walked by us, so I opted for scanning the list, yet still held firm to what was and wasn’t going to happen with our respective gifts. Respective gifts.

As he walked past me, back to the helm of the cart, he bent and quickly kissed my lips. “Where am I headed?”

I blinked up at him, and—I’ll be honest with you—I was confused as all hell.

“Pots and pans.”

As if the words were lyrics to an old Frank Sinatra song, he crooned, “Show me the way, mouthy.”

I walked past end caps with things I probably would have looked at longer—had I been alone—but I just kept going, headed toward the center of the store where I knew we’d find the kitchen stuff eventually.

As my flip-flops slapped against my heels, I thought.

I was mouthy. He was going to get tired of me faster than ever, with the way I spoke to him. I’d never—I mean never—spoken my mind with a man like I did with Cord.

I supposed, when you knew what the outcome of a relationship would be all along, what was the point in false pretenses?

In the past, I’d always been passive and pleasant, regardless of knowing it was never going anywhere. It simply wasn’t worth my energy to argue. To debate.

By the time I stumbled upon the sets of pots and pans, scanning my list for their specific request, I kind of felt shameful.

That Old Dana was one fucked up chick.

“Which ones?”

Finding the ones Becca had her eye on, I said, “I’m getting these.” A very nice, although modest set of cookware.

“Oh, come on. We can do better than that.” He studied the box. “An eleven-piece set? How sweet.” It was annoying how handsome sarcasm looked on his face.

Yeah, he didn’t really talk to me like other men had either. My time was probably running shorter than I thought, but he never backed down.

“If we get them something together, then we can get them something nicer,” he nagged. “And don’t our best friends deserve that? Don’t they deserve the best from us?”

Well, shit. He had a point. One I couldn’t really argue. Dammit. But I wasn’t cheap and didn’t want him thinking I was.

“You’re right. That’s why Jodi and I are getting this other set.” Quickly, I scanned the shelf for a more expensive package. None of them really looked like her style, but I was sinking.

“What about this one?” His thumb jetted out to the side and tapped against the box I’d put in the seat at the front of the cart.

“Yeah, that’s the wrong one.” I shook my head. “I grabbed it by mistake.”

I hauled it back to the shelf and put it back where I found it. I’m not sure if you’ve lifted a set of cookware head high before, but it was fucking heavy. Thank God, the more expensive set—which I was about to impulsively buy, against all my better gift-giving judgement—was on the bottom shelf.

I heaved, and it scooted across the floor, but picking it up was going to be a chore.

“That’s the one,” I insisted and thumped my pink tipped toes against the box. “Can you carry it to the register?”

“Can you steer this cart?”

It was full as hell, but I’d manage. “Of course I can.”

He picked up the box and tossed it a little to improve his grip. All I noticed were the muscles in his back pulling against his shirt as he headed to the front of the store.

I trailed him, and two very specific things disappointed me. I wasn’t going to find a guy who’d argue with me like he did. And, as shallow as it was, I was kind of sad that whoever the guy was in my future wouldn’t be able to fill out a Chili Peppers concert tee the way Cord could. Because have mercy.

What are you doing, Dana?

I pushed the cart, throwing my ass into the corners to get the damn thing turned, all the while doing my best to keep up.

If I was going to let this thing between us keep going, at least until our friends said I do, I needed to tame down my mouth a bit.

It was fun playing house. Playing the girlfriend. The one he took to the Waffle House late at night, gave motorcycle rides to, hooked up at the gym with—the one he spanked, and then argued with in Target. Those weren’t things that real couples did. Well, most probably weren’t, the Target thing was probably normal.

He just made it all feel so real.

He said I was his in the shower. His.

His what? His booty call? His drinking buddy with benefits? His friend?

Had it not been in the heat of the moment, more than just words tossed around during sex, they might have even felt cruel—like a lie some Ken Doll would tell.

I’d never be his.

Cord’s.

Come on.

I let him go first so that he could set the box down as soon as possible, although he didn’t seem to struggle with it much. He opened the cooler in the checkout line, unscrewed the cap on a Snapple, drank down about half, and then handed it to me.

“Ahhh. Want some?”

He was so weird. I shook my head and squinted at him. “Who are you?” Then immediately I took the glass bottle and drank the rest. It was the best stuff on Earth after all, and I loved Peach Mangosteen.

He pulled out his wallet, and I answered with one word. “Don’t.”

I gave him the I-ain’t-fucking-around look and his hands went up in the air. At least it worked on someone other than Jodi and Becca, finally.

After I paid and Cord loaded the cart, conversation went back to normal. He was back to acting like a jack ass, playing Bon Jovi at a volume that everyone at the lake could to hear, blaring from his big truck with the windows down as he drove us back to the cabin.

With Cord helping, it didn’t take nearly as long as I’d expected to unpack the groceries and get the Jell-O shots in the freezer. I poured, he capped, and before we knew it, there were three full cookie sheets of the damn things cooling in his garage.

My cell phone said it was only two thirty, and there was a lot more sun left in the day.

“I think I want to lay out for a while,” I said over the counter to Cord. He’d been looking at his phone too—eating from my bag of popcorn. Bastard.

He finished what he was doing and gave me his attention. “Okay. I’m going to do some work then, if you don’t mind.”

“I don’t care.”

He’d been a huge help, despite my wanting to throttle him half the day. I’d taken up a lot of his time that week. He’d lost two full work days already on account of me.

“Okay, I’ve got a small office down stairs. I’ll go take care of a few things, then we’ll get on the water before it gets dark.”

I walked around the counter, felling like I needed to thank him or at least let him know how much I appreciated the help—and maybe his company.

“The water?”

I hopped up on the counter—all by myself on the first try—and kicked off my shoes. He wasted no time, stepping up to me and shimmying his way between my legs.

“We’re taking the boat to dinner.”

I wrapped my arms around his neck and gave him a swift kiss.

“What’s this? No argument? Are you feeling okay?”

I gave him the stink eye, but quickly took it back, determined to be sincere, for what it was worth. “I’m glad you stayed. It was nice having you here to help.” Words like that were hard for me to spit out, but when push came to shove—and it was needed—I was mature enough to do it.

He swept the flyaway hair in my eye to one side of my forehead, didn’t like it, and then swept it to the other side where it belonged. With my cheeks in his big hands, his thumbs gently rubbed the valley between my jaw and my ears. His honey-brown eyes focused on my mouth.

Closer and closer he got until I tasted the whispered “You’re Welcome” when it left his mouth for mine. The cool lick of his tongue charmed mine out to play, and then I fell heart first into the kiss and deepened it.

Abandoning my face, he embraced me and pulled me closer. Higher still, he lifted me by the ass off the granite. My legs wrapped around him, and we held each other tightly.

I told him a few secrets, but they were translated into kisses on his neck as he carried me to the bedroom, where he tossed me onto the bed. I laughed as I bounced, and he fell to the mattress beside me.

“Or we could do this all day,” I suggested. All desire I’d had of returning after the weekend with tanned skin had flown out the window.

His forehead bunched as he studied into my eyes. He was always doing that. Sometimes the eye contact was great, and I never wanted it to end. But, on occasion, I felt vulnerable and transparent—like it did then.

My apprehensions broke the gaze.

He bit his bottom lip, and when I tried to pull it free with my index finger, he playfully snapped at it.

“Hey, no biting.”

Well, then again, I might be into biting.

I was into all sorts of new things over the past few weeks—reverse cowgirl, spanking, sex on exercise equipment, and driving almost completely naked across town. Trying new things with him had been so much of the fun.

Not the pee thing. That was still bullshit.

“I’d love—” His voice broke on the word, and he cleared his throat. “Excuse me. I’d love to hang out on the deck with you, but I really need to work for an hour or two.”

I didn’t want to be that girl—the rejected tart who pouted. Although, I sure as fuck could empathize with her.

Swallowing the taste of disappointment, I reminded myself that it had been my idea to go lay out anyway. It was no big deal, and my stupid ass needed to get used to how that felt. When we went our separate ways, because that would be my idea too.

I’d beat him to the punch.
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Oh, that look on Dana’s face. The way her ears pulled back as she swallowed before she said, “Yeah, do that.”

It was in moments like those when I believed she was feeling the same things I was. I hated disappointing her, but that crazy male asshole part of me almost liked that she was let down. Again, there was no point in me trying to explain it to death.

It was biological; I was sure.

I wanted her, but more and more I wanted her to want me.

The shit of it was, if I didn’t step away for a little while, I’d be in danger of saying a lot of things that couldn’t be unsaid. And I couldn’t keep blaming it on not wanting to piss off Reuben.

It happened so fast. I feared too fast.

We’d only been spending time with each other for a handful of weeks. I didn’t want to scare her off, but it was killing me to not tell her how much I already cared about her. I didn’t give a shit if I was a pussy or not, I just didn’t want to jeopardize anything. There were these instances that were getting harder to quell, ones where I wanted to say things to her that I couldn’t quite articulate when I tried. They were impulsive urges, and if I wasn’t careful, they’d also be reckless.

Every day she was more candid with me. Every time we saw each other, I learned something new about her. As our friendship—or whatever the fuck you call it—got stronger, she seemed to be taking steps toward me too.

And real steps, not the Dana-I’d-been-with-after-trivia kind. Honest ones.

From telling me about how she’d been an awkward teenager, to when she talked about how she’d wanted to be a principal—which sounded like something she’d be great at—I loved that she was outspoken and assertive with me. That’s when she was the most genuine of all.

Well, then and when she was looking up into my face, telling me she wanted to spend the day in bed. I wasn’t an expert on her yet by far, but that shit was real.

Hence, the stepping away for an hour or two. I had work I could do, but really, I needed to call Reuben back. Apparently, Lance told him I was down here, and my friend wasn’t a sucker. He’d been blowing up my phone the whole day.

She sat up, and I pulled her back down and waited until she quit laughing to talk again. I’d be a fool to interrupt a sound like that.

“Since we’re taking the boat tonight, we should leave around five. Can you be ready by then?”

“Taking me to get an early bird special?” Some of her fire returned, and the radiant blueness of her eyes blazed in the afternoon sun that was spilling onto the bed. Her hair lay wavy against the blankets.

Stop. Go call, Reub.

“I was going to save the special part for when we got back.” I waggled my eyebrows causing her smile to widen. I explained, “I had work done on the boat this spring, and I want to make sure it’s running the way it should before we go out on Sunday. There’s a good steak house about twenty minutes away in a cove not too far.”

“Is it fancy?”

“Not really, but it’s nice.” There wasn’t anywhere too fancy along this side of the lake. Most places were just glad if you had a shirt on.

“So I can wear my sweatpants?”

“The purple ones?”

She nodded.

“Don’t make me say no to those. I can’t do it.”

She lifted her lips to mine and then fell back to the bed. “Fine, I’ll save them for later.”

“Now you’re talking. Unless you brought that other purple thing I like. Then it’s a toss-up really. Surprise me.”

Don’t get me started on The Sacred Purple Teddy. I already needed space before I told her how crazy I was about her—thinking about the purple thing made it sweet torture.

She smacked my arm. “Fine. Let me up.”

I rolled to my side and sprung from the bed.

“You better put sunblock on,” I warned. Then thought about saying to hell with Reuben and work, so I could be the one to rub it in.

I knew better—don’t freak out.

“I won’t. I might not burn like most gingers, but I know my limits.” She kicked her way to the edge of the bed, and I dragged her up.

“I’ll be in the basement if you need me.”

After getting something to drink, I grabbed my laptop out of my truck, headed to the office, waited about ten minutes, and then walked down the hall to catch her in her bathing suit. As I’d predicted, she looked dynamite in a striped pin-up style two piece. Earbuds in. Sunglasses on. Reclined on at chaise lounge outside at my cabin.

While I walked back down the hall, I wondered if she’d be there, with me, again some other time. I had to believe she would, and it was that motivation which led me to finally text Reuben back.

I looked over the last few messages he’d sent me.

REUBEN: Are you still at the lake? What happened to just getting the boat in?

REUBEN: Yeah, you’re not at work.

REUBEN: Why aren’t you answering me?

It was time to put out a fire. He’d only been trying to make sure I didn’t add more stress to Becca’s plate, all the while he piled it on himself.

ME: What’s going on?

He replied instantly like he’d been watching his phone, waiting to hear back from me.

REUBEN: Man, what are you doing?

ME: About to do a little work.

It wasn’t a lie, I just omitted the incriminating parts.

REUBEN: Why didn’t you come back to KC?

ME: I got the hot tub guy to come yesterday and fix it. Moved some of the furniture out for the girls. Just trying to help.

REUBEN: Thank you. That’s cool, but I’m not falling for your bullshit. What happened to after the wedding?

Technically, I was still being honest with him, which I was glad about. Then again, technically, what I’d been doing wasn’t even close to leaving her alone.

ME: After the wedding, you won’t have to worry about it anymore. Seriously, don’t you have other things to do besides think about me?

I wasn’t sure if I was poking a bear or if he was just so damn curious, and, like always, hell-bent on being right that he couldn’t help but butt in.

REUBEN: I asked you for one thing. Tell me there’s nothing to worry about.

Him worry? He was marrying his idea of the perfect woman. He had her. She said yes. What in Sam Hill did he have to worry about?

I was the guy who’d just finally found the girl of his dreams, and because of some stupid promise I’d made to him—and half-ass kept—I couldn’t even try to tell Dana how I really felt. Even if I did, there was a very good chance she’d tell me to fuck off because we’d known each other for less than a fucking month.

The chances of that seemed to shift almost hourly.

One thing was for sure, she had a serious mean mug. Thankfully she didn’t use it often, but I was man enough to admit she’d scared me a little at Target.

ME: Dude, relax. Becca is going to have a great weekend. We’re going to have a blast on the boat Sunday. Just enjoy this, man.

REUBEN: Don’t make me kill you. Or sue you. Or call Julia.

ME: Do not call my mom, dickhead.

REUBEN: Don’t force my hand. I haven’t talked to her in a while. I might have to check in. See what the good word is.

I loved my mom, and, for the most part, she’d been the only woman in my life. However, she was eager to marry me off and—I quote—see me settled down and happy already.

Of course I wanted to introduce Dana to her, but my mom was going to lose her shit when I did. I was still trying to figure out a way to tiptoe into that conversation. She’d skip straight to searching for wedding venues when I finally let her meet the woman I was interested in. If I feared my early admiration for Dana would scare her off, Julia would have her enlisting in witness relocation.

ME: Just pick up Nolan and Trevor Saturday, and shut the fuck up.

REUBEN: What rooms are we in at Camden?

I was lucky I’d already checked into the hotel and paid for the nights. So I pulled the key card out of my wallet, but it didn’t have the number written on it.

ME: We’re in the executive suite. Top floor.

I’d be sleeping there Friday and Saturday, but I was almost positive the guys would want to bunk down at the cabin after a day on the lake. And I had a hard time believing Reuben would want to sleep at a hotel when a bed with his fiancé in it was on the other side of town.

Dana and I weren’t there, at that stage, yet. But I already hated the idea of being in a hotel while she was sleeping in one of my beds. Still, I wouldn’t leave town in case she needed something. Needed me.

Friday and Saturday would most likely find me bored out of my goddamned mind.

REUBEN: Fine, we’ll see you Saturday. Nolan is working until noon, and then we’re heading down.

ME: Sounds good.

REUBEN: I love ya man, but do not fuck this up.

Sage advice, and I needed it.
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I went through three addendums, which Cheryl had got to first and taken care of while I was out. Forwarded a couple emails to Lance. Checked on backorders to stay ahead of any possible scheduling issues, because there were always a few with every project, no matter how big or small.

A few hours passed swiftly, and I had about thirty minutes to change. Judging by the empty sun chair as I walked upstairs, Dana had already started getting ready.

It would only take me ten minutes anyway.

When I first got to the door of the bedroom, I thought she was talking on the phone, but she was singing. Belting out Bon Jovi’s “Living in Sin” with vigor. Her talent was somewhere between okay and good, but she wasn’t going to win a Grammy. Nevertheless, it put a chest-squeezing smile on my face.

As soon as I heard her say, “Come on,” I knew it was the right time to jump into the bathroom and impress her with my expert air guitar moves.

While I fake-jammed my ass off, I noticed she was already dressed, and her hair was pulled up into a sleek ponytail with the tail part all fluffed up. She had buds in her ears and was holding some sort of pencil.

Her smoky rimmed eyes danced over me as she watched me shred in the mirror behind her.

Yeah, I knew the solo—even without hearing it.

When I pulled tight on my imaginary whammy bar, she lost it and doubled over in laughter, slapping a hand on the counter to brace herself. From there, I took over all of Jon’s parts too. He had some major wails at the end of the song, and I prayed I was on time with what she was hearing so I didn’t look like an ass.

Okay, so I didn’t look like a loser who fucked up at being an ass on purpose.

She gasped for air, and it felt like she was sucking my heart through my chest.

I loved making her laugh. I had many accomplishments under my belt, but making her howl with delight, like she was, soared to the top, right next to hearing her call my name.

“Oh, my God. I’m going to die.” She pulled the tiny speakers out of her ears and ripped a tissue from the box, and then examined her eyes in the mirror. “My makeup didn’t last five minutes.” She dabbed under them. “But that was too good. Oh, my stomach.”

I triumphantly bowed, after throwing my air guitar around my neck and catching it, but the sight of her was slowly sinking in and stealing the show.

“Thank you, Osage Beach. Good night.”

She was wearing a blue-green dress that hugged her curves. Her shoulders and neck were naked. No long hair to hide her freckles. No straps to get in the way.

I was going to enjoy taking it off her when we got back—if I could make it that long.

Again, I held my words to myself, and even though I couldn’t change it, I regretted it almost on the spot. But once those gates opened, I’d never get them shut.

Patience.

“I’m done in here,” she said and smiled at me in the mirror while putting her things back into a bag. “I’m going to go get my shoes on and finish my glass of wine.”

Unable to keep my hands to myself, I stepped up and caressed her flawless ass, the same ass I’d made gloriously pink that very morning.

God love a girl who asks to be spanked.

Gently, I rubbed it, making my peace with her possibly tender backside—with the hopes she’d ask me to do it again sometime.

Then I placed a kiss on her left shoulder and wrapped my arms around her. We swayed, side to side, and I stared ahead watching her gorgeous eyes fall closed as she rolled her head across my chest.

It would have been the perfect time to give her a gift, like a necklace, but I didn’t have one to offer.

Then, I thought, about how the view was picture worthy. Every hair in place. Lips plump and tipped at the sides. Her neck, like ivory, with the faintest hint of pink from the day’s sun. But I didn’t want to let her go long enough to find the camera on my phone.

The fact was, it was the first time I was taking her out—on a real date. What a shame. She deserved more than I’d been giving her, but I’d try my best to make it up to her. Starting that night.

“I won’t take long.” My lips close to her ear, I smelled her sweet, fragrant hair.

I’d considered skipping a shower since I’d spend the better part of an hour in one that morning, but she looked so fucking good. She’d raised the bar.

It was mildly chauvinistic to feel like she’d done it for me, but there was part of me that swelled with pride hoping she had.

I could do the same. Look my best for her.

She turned in my arms, and I kissed her on the forehead.

“Give me fifteen minutes.”

Or the next fifty years. Whichever.

“Okay.”
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Showered. Flossed. Brushed. Dressed. Shirt tucked in. Hair combed and everything. She coughed in her wine glass when she saw me over the rim.

Major win for Cord.

Fuck, I loved the way she measured me up. How sometimes she smiled with them, even when she was trying to get on my shit. Sometimes it was like she was seeing me for the first time. And sometimes her eyes would widen, alight with excitement—the way she just had from the bar in my cabin’s kitchen.

Her reaction was promising. You would have thought I was wearing a tuxedo, not just a fitted, short-sleeved button up and a pair of the pants that Lance assumed I only wasted on work. They weren’t going to waste that night.

“You are so damn hot,” she chided, sounding like she didn’t quite believe her own words.

“Likewise, doll,” I replied with a wink. “Ready?”

She didn’t shoot down doll with words, but her playful eye roll was dispute enough.

Dana nodded enthusiastically and finished the last swallow in her stemless glass—which she’d bought a set of that day. Exchanging the drink for her purse on the countertop, she climbed one leg at a time off the barstool wearing some kind of wedge-like shoe that laced up her ankle.

I offered her my hand, and she took it. Then, she didn’t let go until we were on the boat.

After we were untied and pushed off from the dock, she sat in the empty bucket seat beside my captain’s chair. I patted my shirt pocket and realized I’d forgotten my sun glasses.

She cleared her throat, and I looked down at her on my left, holding my shades in her hand out to me. I’d never had a boner from sunglasses before, but I’ll be damned if I didn’t need an adjustment at that very moment.

“I threw them in my clutch with mine so we wouldn’t forget them.” She unfolded her pair and slipped them on, as clever as the Cheshire cat.

We drifted away from the dock, and before we got going, I made a move while I still could.

“Come here and give me a kiss,” I said from the top of the world.

“No. I brought your glasses, bossy. You give me a kiss.”

Me bossy?

She got what she asked for when I sacked her in the seat. She kicked her feet as I planted one on her. After the shock wore off from the sudden pounce, she gave it right back.

That’s my girl.

A hum buzzed through her mouth, and she tugged me closer by the belt, but I pulled away.

“Nope. You’re going to have to wait for it. I need to drive this boat.”

She groaned. “Fine. Take me to a restaurant in your fancy boat, show off.”

That was two names she’d called me in less than five minutes, but who was counting?

“That’s Cord to you, Dana.” I put my shades on and turned the ignition, steering us toward the end of my cove.

I drove slowly through the water, letting her check out the lake houses near mine. It was a nice spot, and there were many families in the area. Even though it was only Thursday, there were people all around. I adored how she waved at them as we passed by.

When we got to one of the bigger channels, I throttled ahead to get to the mile marker two down from mine, then I backed off again as her arm shot up to point at one of the bigger houses on the way.

The sun was starting to fall behind the hills and trees, but persistent beams of light snuck through the leaves, and her hair caught all of them. It almost looked like a well-loved penny, but it shined like it was freshly minted as her ponytail flowed in the breeze.

Twenty-One was one of the nicer steakhouses on my end of the lake, and the closest by boat or truck. Although I’d mostly wanted to make sure my Bayliner was ready for Party Cove on Sunday, it was an almost forty-minute faster route by water.

When we trolled up to the dock, an attendant came over and helped me tie off.

“Thanks. Two for Taylor.” I took the slip he ripped from his pad, and he extended Dana a hand to step out.

I stood behind her. If she needed any real help, I’d be the one to give it.

“I’ll let them know as you make your way up,” he stated, smiling and checking out my girlfriend.

Whoa. My what?

After pulling the wallet out of my pocket, I climbed out behind her and tipped the guy.

Cool your jets, brother. She’s not available.

Dana didn’t give him a second glance and after waiting for me, we started up the long wooden dock.

She bumped into my arm with her shoulder. “I know I sort of teased you about eating early, but I am starving,” she said.

I didn’t have time to mull over my labeling thoughts from the boat because I badly wanted to stay out of my head and in the moment—because it was a damn good one to be in.

“Me too.” I opened the door for her.

In her eye, the hint of a racy motive flickered. “And getting back sooner than later won’t be so bad.”

The times in a man’s life when he has sex with a beautiful woman twice in one day are rare, but three times was a fucking phenomenon. And I was a young guy, in great health. Some might even say I was at my peak—my sexual prime. That would make sense because I’d never, in all my damn life, wanted a woman the way I ceaselessly craved Dana.

She seemed to love sex too. Her body was always reactive, receptive to my touch. She didn’t shy away from pleasure. She was feminine and passionate, but also had an adventurous edge to her.

I’d never been a manwhore. Not really. But I’d been with my share of women, and sex had never been so fucking good. So all encompassing. So raw and thrilling. With her it was sensational.

When she hinted about going back early, and of course I wanted to spend time with her and have a good meal, but a baser part of me just prayed I could make it back to the boat before I needed another taste of her.

My fingers found hers, and I drew them to my mouth, a consolation prize for waiting, and gave them a kiss.

After we were seated, the bottle of wine I’d ordered earlier that day was brought out.

I didn’t know much about wine, so I’d called the manager earlier and asked her what would be close to the stuff Dana drank. We’d decided on a Brunello she recommended, a Banfi 2010. She’d even offered to let it breath for us so it would be perfect when we arrived.

It was our first date, and it warranted all my effort.

Plus, I wanted to spoil her. Wanted to impress her. Wanted to prove that I could treat her the way she deserved, or at least that I gave a shit enough to try my best.

Wasn’t that what everyone wanted?

Perfection was impossible. We lived in the real world. But when opportunities came up to make something special, weren’t you supposed to take them?

Besides, the wine thing made her smile like she did at popcorn and I’d take every one of those I could get.

I nodded for her to order first when the server arrived, but instead she continued to browse the menu and diverted to me. I’d already snuck at peek at it earlier and was prepared. “I’ll have the blue cheese fillet, medium rare, truffle potatoes, and a salad with house dressing.”

Dana clapped the leather menu shut and handed it to the young man. “I’ll have the same, please.”

The guy grinned at her much like the dock boy, but who wouldn’t? It took me clearing my throat for him to leave.

Our table was small, and it sat next to the huge window hosting a view of the water.

Twenty-One was busy, but the hustle and bustle wasn’t a distraction, nor was it too loud to talk and listen.

“That sounded delicious, and this wine is incredible,” she sweetly explained. “You have good taste.” She had no idea. My favorite taste was her.

She asked, “Did you spend a lot of time at the lake when you were younger?”

Slipping my knife through the smooth butter, I reached for a warm roll. “Yeah, some. Nolan’s family had a place, and sometimes Reuben and I came down with them. There were a few summers we came for a weekend here and there with my mom too.” I offered her half of my bread, and she eagerly took it. “I stayed here a lot a few years back, when I was fixing up the cabin, but I only made it down a couple times last summer. What about you?”

She placed a napkin on her lap as the waiter delivered our salads. “In college, we came down some weekends. I’ve only been here maybe five or six times, but I love it more each time.”

As she cut down the larger pieces in her salad, she added, “It’s generous of you to let us use your house this weekend for Becca. Really, it’s perfect. Thank you.”

Becca and Reuben, yeah them.

They could have used the place whenever they wanted, but I was the one who benefited the most that weekend. I’d been able to spend time with Dana—real time—and it had been priceless. We’d been able to go to the store, drive around, be us—a couple

The more I thought about it, the less I gave a shit what Reuben thought.

Maybe I’d get him alone the next night and put all my cards on the table. I was tired of waiting to… I don’t even know what.

Make things official?

Stake my claim?

No. That sounded barbaric.

What it all boiled down to was: I was ready to be happy and make her happy. And to whoever didn’t like that—fuck them.

The smile she wore throughout dinner was proof of how I should have been treating her. She was different that night. Relaxed, carefree. Like she didn’t have a worry in the world.

I wanted to be the reason for the change.
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“You got it?” I asked as she stepped down into the boat, after we walked down each row of the dock. She’d wanted to look at the other boats.

“Yep, all good.” The first thing she did when she climbed aboard was untie the ribbons on her shoes and slip them off. She placed the pair together, tucked under the console on the passenger’s side.

She was sure footed, having only had two glasses of wine with dinner. I only had one. It was the most expensive wine I’d ever let go to waste, but worth every cent.

Alcohol and driving didn’t mix, but alcohol and water scared the fuck out of me. Party Cove on Sunday would be a blast, but I wouldn’t be partying like my passengers. Not with Dana, my best friends, and Trevor all in my boat. I’d let them have fun, and make sure nothing ruined their day.

Besides, I was having my fun now. With her.

She relaxed in her seat, looking as comfortable as I’d ever seen. In fact, after I got all the lights turned on, untied and pushed off, she kicked her feet up on the small dashboard area and lifted her arms to catch the warm air above her head as we cruised out of the cove.

It was a peaceful ride.

Most boats were out of the water, and the ones that weren’t also went slowly. When we hit the next mile marker, I pulled down the cove—even though it wasn’t mine. It split into two inlets ahead, which I knew would be a good place to turn around.

Out of the main channel, I slowed to a troll. Pulling my phone out, I synced it to the speakers.

Men love gadgets. What can I say?

I must have hit play on whatever I’d been listening to last because DMX blared out of the speakers and scared the shit out of both of us.

I’d been lifting. DMX always helped me push when Nolan was murdering me.

I fumbled to turn it down.

“Shit,” she cried with her hand on her chest. A low chuckled bounced from her.

“What, you don’t like it? ‘X Gon’ Give It to Ya’ not on your playlist?”

“Oh, I can go hard and get busy with it. Don’t you worry,” she deadpanned, eyes on mine with a straight face.

I’d just been served.

“All right Ginga Ninja—that’s your new rap name—you pick the music.” I tossed my phone at her and let her choose the tunes.

“You know how I feel about nicknames, but I have been looking for a stage name. If I’m Ginga Ninja, who does that make you?”

I played along and leaned forward to face her, my elbows on my knees. “You haven’t heard about me already?”

“Oh, I heard about you. I just forgot your name.”

“That hurts, Dana. I guess I’m just going to have to make sure you say it enough later so you don’t forget.”

At that point, she was only riled up half-way, and I wanted to tip her.

“What was it again?” She put her legs down, crossed them at the ankles, and then leaned closer to me. She wanted a kiss, and I fucking loved it.

“I’m Finga Bangz, professional hype man and finger banger extraordinaire. I thought you’d remember that from our first night.”

That oughta do it.

She froze, two inches from my lips. “You did not just say that.”

“No. I didn’t. I take it back. Come here.” I made a kissing sound. “Come on. I need some sugar. Stop playing around. I didn’t say it.”

“You said it,” she rightly accused.

“You’re hearing things. Mmmm.” I puckered and stretched closer.

“I’m going to let that slide, but only because you made me come faster than I ever had—before that night.”

Pride swelled in my chest and dick, and I closed my eyes and nodded. “That seems only fair.” Our lips met, but instead of slipping me some tongue, she blew a raspberry on them and then fell back into her seat.

We listened to gangster rap at a responsible volume all the way back to my dock. She knew every word to “Fantasy” by Ludacris. God bless America. She even had moves to go along with that one.

That’s how the boat finally got its name that night.

The Lucky Bastard.
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Open House Dance Party for two at Cord’s patio bar was probably the most fun I’d had since college.

Then things got a little R-Rated when Maxwell came on. Somehow, after two margaritas, I was sitting on the bar in front of him, my dress pulled down at the top and up and the bottom, watching him study me in the light flickering from the tiki torches.

My feet propped on his knees, he moved my ass to the edge of the stone bar so he could tease me with his mouth. Hands behind me, holding myself up, I was stuck in the moment.

What a moment it was.

He licked, then blew air over my wet skin. My breathing had become shallow, and my eyes burned from needing him the way I did.

He looked hungry and present and focused and it was the sexiest thing I’d ever seen. His devastating gaze was locked on mine, and with his mouth full of me, he lifted two fingers to my lips and watched me suck them.

Causing him to moan.

Causing a throbbing desire so strong I climbed the wall to my first orgasm that very moment.

When he added the two fingers I’d wet for him, his name raced from my lips, but no sound came out with it. My hips rolled as I came down, and I leaned to one side so I could tug his hair with a free hand. Against the erection in his pants, my foot rubbed back and forth.

“I need you,” I confessed. “Right now.”

Instead of letting me up to go inside…

Instead of blowing the lights out, turning the music off, and taking me to bed…

Instead of delaying my request, he tore his clothes off like they were on fire and climbed atop the counter behind me. He slid his leg between mine and lifted my thigh, then slowly pushed himself inside.

I held onto the edge of the stone and craned my neck to meet his lips. Unable to hold back, he’d started out fast and hard.

I fucking loved it.

His mouth moved to my neck, and as I came apart again, he raked his teeth across my skin which had me arching into him even more.

After what seemed like hours on end, things finally slowed down. When my heart beats weren’t slamming against my chest anymore, I worried.

“Cord, I wanted you to come.”

He pressed his forehead against my shoulder, stopped moving, and then cleared his throat. “Baby, I already did.”

“You did?”

How’d I miss that?

“Yeah, but then I tried to keep going because you were about to again.” He pushed himself flush against my ass. “Yeah, this isn’t going to last much longer. I’m sorry.” He sounded embarrassed, which was both dumb and completely adorable.

Hell, I needed sleep anyway, if I was ever going to make it through the weekend. I’d never had so much damn sex in my life.

“Don’t be sorry. I was about to tap out. I think you’re trying to kill me.”

He placed a chaste kiss on my neck and parted from me, slowly hopping off the counter.

“You left your socks on.”

He looked down, past his naked cock just hanging to the side, and wiggled his covered toes. “What was I supposed to do? You said right now. There was no time.”

I was too worn out to giggle, but on the inside, it felt the same as if I did. “Are you always so weird?”

He picked up his clothes and my thong, while I situated my twisted dress and climbed down.

“Just with you.”

When we finally got upstairs and into the room, he dropped everything, fell onto the bed and started up the next episode of Shameless like it was the most natural thing ever.

What was I going to do with a broken heart?
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ME: You left your phone charger.

CORD: Shit. I have one in the truck if I need it, but I have a full battery.

I wound the cord and stashed it in my purse so it wouldn’t get misplaced.

CORD: Are they there yet?

ME: No. They got held up at my mom’s. They’ll be here in about an hour.

Another hour that would feel like six hours at the cabin by myself.

I knew the other three would be there later morning or early afternoon, but I wasn’t sure about an exact time. I didn’t even ask him to leave that morning. I mean, it was his house and all. But after a sex-free shower with Cord and re-warmed rolls for breakfast, he got on his way without much rush.

That was at nine thirty, it was almost two and they still weren’t there.

He could have hung out longer before he left.

CORD: What have you been doing all day?

Besides wandering around, snacking, repainting my toenails, washing the sheets, moving all my stuff to a different room down the hall—which was still just as big, but didn’t have a private bathroom—and drinking three Cokes?

ME: Nothing.

His cabin was great, but without anyone there to keep me company it was just a big, empty house. It was a good thing he’d been there when I’d arrived or I might have been bored to death.

To think I’d been annoyed. I was such a bitch sometimes.

Then again, my monthly lady friend was due to show up on Monday, so I could blame it on her. In fairness, I also gave her the credit for making me so fucking horny the day before. I’d been a live wire for most of it, but he hadn’t seemed to mind the side effect.

I wasn’t complaining either.

Sex with him was sex. Real sex. Me-just-being-me sex. I didn’t think about how to please him or doubt anything. We just did it and—God help me when he got that needy look in his eyes—it was glorious.

There was no faking that look, and he couldn’t have been that good of an actor. I could see right through him, and it was like he didn’t mind one bit. I loved the way I turned him on.

It was obvious—often physically obvious—and he rarely tried to hide it either.

We never mentioned it or even verbalized those moments, but what could I have said anyway?

“Yeah, we both see you’re hard, let’s go fuck about it?”

Who knew humility was so enticing?

Then again, I’d turned my filter off with him at the start. So maybe he’d just get a good laugh.

That was another thing I enjoyed. Making him laugh.

I ran my finger over my lips, still feeling his kiss goodbye, smiling as another text came through.

CORD: I’ll let you get back to it then. Have fun and make yourself at home.

ME: Will do.

CORD: You know you can call me if you need anything, right? I’m just across town.

It was hard to place my finger on the emotion I felt when I read that one. My chest tightened and it was close to uncomfortable, like I’d been startled.

I guessed they called it a crush because it felt like one.

I panicked and sent him a thumbs up emoji.

He replied with a K.
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We were on our second pitcher of Margaritas, after it was decided we’d just chill at the cabin that night, and then hit the bars the next.

I was already comfortable there, having spent the past two days with Cord. On more than one occasion, I had to break away from staring at the bar where Finga Bangz entertained me less than twenty-four comfortable hours earlier.

Becca sat on the opposite end of the outdoor sofa on the lower patio, where we’d all ended up that afternoon, and took a sip of her drink, looking like she’d just remembered something.

“Mmmm. That’s so good.” Her brown eyes flared, thirsty for gossip. “Have you talked to Joe while you’ve been here?”

My feet were tucked underneath my ass, and I adjusted as the left one tingled and discreetly crossed my lying fingers. Still, I couldn’t tamp down the smile spreading across my face. I blamed Jose Cuervo.

“We’ve talked some.” Talked and other things.

“What’s up with all that? You better bring him to the wedding.”

That didn’t take long. I’d presumed one of them would bring him up at some point, but I’d hoped by then I’d have figured out what details I was and wasn’t sharing.

“Oh, I think he’s busy,” I said.

“Who’s busy?” Jodi asked as she and Jyl came back to their seats across from us. “Are you bitches talking about Joe without us? What did we miss?” She looked at Becca for the answer.

My best friend recapped, “Nothing. They’ve just talked a little since she’s been here and he’s got other plans the day of the wedding. That’s all I’ve gotten so far.”

God, that description seemed so dull. So lack luster. So false.

“No good shit. Okay,” Jodi confirmed.

I didn’t appreciate the word good referring to us in that context. It was good. I was compelled to interject for my personal sanity. I couldn’t let them think I was completely striking out when I’d been having the best time of my life.

“It’s plenty good, thank you,” I contended and flipped her off—because I’m mature.

“Someone’s touchy.” Returning my gesture, she blew me a kiss from her middle finger. “If you’re getting laid, I need to hear about it. I haven’t had sex in two months.”

I was shocked and almost gave Becca a golden margarita shower ala spit, but successfully swallowed after additional effort.

Becca sat forward, pointing an index finger at each of us. “Okay. Hold on. Sex trumps no sex—story-wise—but we’re circling back to your dry spell in a minute. Two months? Fuck.” She sat back, got comfortable and then—like it was her weekend or something—instructed, “Okay, how big is Goofy’s dick?”

That’s how Friday night went.

After Jodi told us about the problems she and Matt were having, Jyl confessed how stressed out she was about her classes, and Becca spent about an hour on the phone with Reuben, we cleaned up and caught the last half of Pitch Perfect on TV.

We were party animals, but the weekend was only getting started. It was probably wise that we were getting sleep that night.

Later, alone in my new room, my legs roamed, restless in the sheets. I wasn’t sure if it was because I was in yet another bed or what, but the last few new beds I’d slept in shared one thing in common.

Cord.

Just past midnight, I turned the volume down on the television, clicked off the lamp and grabbed my phone.

ME: Goodnight.

CORD: Miss me?

Yes.

ME: Don’t push it. I’ll see you Sunday.

He sent me a shot of his actual thumb. His abs were conveniently in the picture too, but I would have rather seen his face.

I flipped on the light and snapped one to send back of me making the okay sign.

 

[image: ]

 

If Friday was tame, then Saturday started with a bang.

Jodi made breakfast and mimosas were the main course. I think we were all buzzed by ten, tanning on the upper deck. Even Jyl was feeling fine. Flipping over and taking her bikini top off, she’d smartly avoid tan lines.

Me? I was slathered head to toe with sunblock, but I was used to being the pale one. The three of them would brown, and I’d just get more freckles.

Then, after some time, we hit the hot tub, which was acting kind of weird. The jets would go on and off at whim. When it started making a weird noise that sounded like a washing mashing on the fritz, we got out.

Becca and Jyl got ready in the master bathroom, and Jodi used the other one upstairs. So I made use of the one in the basement.

We were going out for dinner at a bar and grill that had three stories. They were having a band that night, and for driving—or not driving—purposes, the location was practical to have everything we’d need for the night in one spot.

We didn’t make Becca wear a single dick, not that she would have. They were a good match that way—Reuben and her. She’d said he hadn’t even really wanted a bachelor party. That’s what the whole coed boat day was about, she didn’t want to be the only one of them having fun.

“I’m going to get another Captain. Need anything?” I asked her.

“No thanks.” She shook her beer bottle. “I still have half.”

“I’ll go with you.” Jodi threw her arm around my shoulders. “I think we need some shots to get this party started.”

It was unlike her, but who was I to argue?

Besides, it had been a long time since I’d been dressed up and out with my girls—just the girls. We all had the night free from our responsibilities, fiancés, school work, and families. Jodi, for one, was taking advantage.

Becca and Jyl took a deep breath, looking at each other, then agreed at the same time.

“Okay. Let’s do this,” Jyl said.

Shots were not my friend, but it was early and I’d eaten. Everyone else was doing them, so I had to suck it up and do them too. Maybe one or two.

“Here’s to Becca. May your wedding day be the best boob day of your life,” Jodi toasted before they shot back round three of lemon drops. I’d done the first two, but by the time they were on their third and the band had started, I ended up donating mine to Jodi.

“You’re going to get fucked up,” I warned her in the bathroom mirror as we washed our hands.

“So what? It’s my turn to get all wasted. Matt does it every fucking weekend. This is my night.” She rolled her eyes at herself and bared her teeth guiltily. “I mean—shit—it’s Becca’s night first, but it is also my night.”

I had to admit, I hadn’t seen her laugh so much since Max was born. Not that it wasn’t obvious how much she loved her son, or being a mother, but she needed a break too. It was good for her.

So my party night duties expanded. I was sure Jyl could take care of herself, but it was my job to make certain Becca—and now Jodi—had a good time.

When we came out of the bathrooms to make our way back down to the lower deck, where our friends were listening to the Jimmy Buffet-like band, I saw Nolan across the bar.

Every drink I’d had sloshed in my stomach when I put the brakes on to hunt the crowd for Cord.

Was he there too?

I searched and Jodi stopped beside me, grabbing onto my arm. “What are we looking for? Shit, where’s your purse?”

Without looking down, I slapped my wristlet just to be safe. “Nothing. I have my purse.” Making my search more efficient, I trolled for only tall guys.

A door opened and closed behind us in the hall, and I spun hoping it was him.

“Hey.”

“Reuben!” Jodi hiccupped in my face. “Dana, Reuben’s here!”

I tracked back with my drunk friend to say hi and my heart hammered.

“What are you doing here?” Jodi asked and hugged him.

“Nolan and I came out for a few beers.”

“Did Becca tell you where we were?” she nagged.

He smiled but didn’t incriminate his fiancé.

They were getting married so it was hard to be that annoyed with them, but Jodi was adamant that this was a girls-only night since we were spending time on the boat with Reuben and his friends the next day.

He only mentioned Nolan.

“Have you found Bec yet?” I asked him.

“No. We just got here.”

We stepped out of the way so a group of women could get past in the narrow hall. “We’re on the bottom deck. Becca’s dancing.”

He grinned. “Then I got here just in time.” And that was no shit. She didn’t dance unless she was hammered, and I was sure she was on her way.

Reuben dodged another person on the way to the restroom. “We’ll meet you ladies down there.”

I nodded and pulled my drunk step-sister away.

They joined us, and after thirty minutes with no sign or mention of Cord, I succumbed to the notion that he wasn’t there or coming. That made the time pass damn slow, but it never quite stopped the unyielding urge to ask myself stupid questions that I didn’t want to think about. No, that never went away.

Why didn’t he come too?

Where was he?

What was he doing?

Why was I going all girlfriend in my head?

Dana, you know better.

Soon, Jyl had taken a cab back to the house after not feeling well, but promised she wasn’t sick. Becca and Reuben danced to Wonderful Tonight, and it was clearly close to the end of the road for them party-wise, so to speak. She was all over her fiancé. They’d be gone soon, too.

That left Nolan, Jodi, and myself at the pub table. Me nursing a rum and soda. The other three of them sharing a pitcher of beer.

Jodi rolled her eyes, put her phone back into her purse, and finished what was in her plastic cup. “Come on.” She grabbed my hand. “Joe isn’t here, and Matt is being a dickhole. Let’s go have fun.”

I felt bad for her, so I let her pull me to the left side of the makeshift stage while the band played one of my Dad’s favorite songs by The Outfield called “Your Love.”

Fine. I loved it too.

A few minutes later, like I’d predicted, Becca was shouting in my ear, “I’m going back to the hotel with them. Are you guys okay?”

Jodi overheard and complained, “I’m not ready yet.”

“That’s fine. You stay. I’ll see you guys in the morning.” If she hadn’t looked so damn happy and drunk—which was the whole point of a bachelorette party—I would have been pissed that she was ditching us.

But who was I kidding? By that time, I would have ditched them for Cord.

Wait. Was that true?

I gave Becca a hug goodbye. “Have fun, bitch,” I said in her sweaty hair.

She didn’t look like she felt bad at all and her eyes shot to Jodi. “Oh, I will. Can you two make it back okay?”

We both looked at my sister who was wiping off the beer she’d spilled on her leg.

I answered, “We probably won’t stay a whole lot longer.”

Reuben grabbed her around the waist from behind and kissed her cheek. “Okay, we’re out. Nolan’s going back to the hotel with us.”

Then there were two. Me and drunkass Jodi.

Our trips to the bathroom became more frequent, but she insisted on staying for a few more songs. “Until the band is done.”

We’d all been there before. My feet felt like they were going to fall off, but we shut down the bar.

“Just get the fastest cab, Dana. That’s all I need. Okay? I need the fast cab, and I need to go to bed.” She leaned against my shoulder on the bench outside the bar where I tried to get one of the cab companies to answer the phone. I called the first one I’d tried again, but still got nothing.

People filed out, one after another, most walking down the street where there was either another bar or a twenty-four-hour restaurant. I couldn’t tell.

He’d said if I needed anything.

ME: You don’t, by chance, have a Jared at the lake too, do you?

“Oh, God,” Jodi groaned and leaned forward, holding her head in her hands. I rubbed her back and prayed she didn’t barf all over the place.

CORD: Are you okay?

ME: I’m having trouble getting a cab back to the cabin. I’ve called the three companies I found on Google, but they’re not picking up.

Jodi spit which was a bad sign. A very bad sign.

My phone rang, and it was him.

“Hi,” I said.

“Where are you?” He sounded groggy like he’d been asleep, but I was in a pinch.

I looked up at the sign. “The Wake Zone.”

“Dana, I think I’m gonna be sick,” Jodi whined.

“Just breathe with your mouth. Okay. Take deep breaths.” I moved her hair behind her shoulders just in case.

“I’m coming,” he said. I’d only heard him say those words a few times, but they never sounded better than they did right then.

Well… maybe that wasn’t true.

“Are you sure? Have you been drinking?”

“Haven’t had a drop since dinner. Are you out front?” he asked, and I could hear the jingle of his belt over the phone.

I rubbed my sister’s back. “Yeah. We’re on the bench next to the door.”

“I’m going to let you go. Stay right there. I’m only a few minutes away.”

“Thanks, Cord.”

He told me I was welcome. Still, I didn’t like doing that.

I heard the rumble of his truck before I saw the headlights, but I knew it was him. He parked in the handicapped spot right in front of us, but most of the cars had already cleared out and Jodi was definitely incapacitated.

He hopped out, and the sound of his door made her head pop up from where she’d hung it, staring at the ground.

“Hey, Jodi. Is that you?” he said as he walked up, looking as good as ever. He gestured to me, lifting his right hand in that let-me-try-this way.

As if it weighed two hundred pounds, Jodi lifted her bobbly head toward his calm voice. “Hey, you’re my boss. I’m drunk.” She pointed in his general direction. Then she looked at me and repeated, “I’m drunk, Dana. Drunk.”

“Do you guys need a ride?”

She shook her head and laughed. “No. Dana is calling us a cab. A fast one.”

“I think it’s too late,” I finally told her. “We’re not getting a cab.”

“Shit. Want me to ask my boss to give us a ride?” Drunk Einstein, ladies and gentlemen. She lowered her voice, you know, but not really. Confidentially, she whispered, “He’s nice. He’ll do it.”

Cord stared at me and mouthed, “Can she walk?”

I shrugged.

“Jodi, get up.” I made my voice sound as optimistic as I could, hoping that would magically help her do it. “He’s going to drive us back. Let’s go.”

Miraculously, she made it to her feet. Shorter than her, I made for a good crutch as she walked all jackassed the few steps to the idling vehicle. Cord was right behind us.

His big truck was an extended cab with four doors, so I opened the front one for Jodi to climb in.

“I can put the seat belt on myself.”

She was a pain in my ass.

I shut her door, reached to the one behind hers, and pulled it open, ready to get the hell out of there.

Cord was still behind me, I could feel him. “I can manage. I’m okay.” I wanted to turn around, but I was so fucking weak that I feared I’d leap into his arms.

I hated myself.

Maybe after we got Jodi inside, I’d feel better about it. All I knew was I had to get my shit together, because we were going to be around each other, with our friends, the next day, and that was just the way it was.

That was our reality. No. Actually, it was proof that what we’d been doing really wasn’t reality at all. It sucked.

I climbed into the back seat and put my seatbelt on too. He gave me a questioning look, but went ahead and gently closed my door.

The ride back wasn’t long, but Jodi didn’t shut up the whole time.

“Cord, did you know that you’re too-hot?”

I slapped my hand over her mouth, around the headrest from the backseat. She was not about to do this.

She slumped out of my reach. “That’s why Dana’s with Joe.”

Oh, my fucking hell.

We were in his drive, but he hit the brakes a little sooner, a little rougher than he needed and met my eyes in the rearview mirror.

“Who’s Joe?” He eased his foot off the brake, and we coasted the rest of the way down his steep drive.

Why couldn’t she just puke everywhere like a normal person?

“Joe?” she asked and her head rolled, facing him. “I don’t know, but I bet they’re not hot like you.”

I just looked out the window and waited for the vehicle to stop because I was going to hop out that very second and drag her blabbermouth ass in the cabin. So that’s exactly what I did, like the back seat was on fire and my ass was catching.

“Thanks for the ride,” I said as I unbuckled Jodi—who apparently wasn’t capable anymore, and I yanked her arms to get out.

“Who’s Joe?” he asked quietly, but I didn’t miss that his hands were throttling the steering wheel, the muscles in his forearms flexing with each squeeze.

“She’s drunk,” I explained. “And crazy.” I did the universal sign with my index finger twirling by my ear and everything. He had to believe me.

He didn’t look like he believed me though.

“Jodi, tell him you’re crazy so he can go.”

She climbed down and then leaned over the seat. “I’m fucking crazy, Cord Taylor—my boss. But I can make coffee like a motherfucker. I don’t get drunk at work. Okay?”

I lugged her up and wrapped her arm around my neck, which seemed to pacify him enough to let go of the wheel and open the garage door for us.

“Thank you.” Quickly, I closed the door, hauling both our asses inside.

Jyl was probably already asleep, so I just brought her to bed with me. Plus, I’d be able to help her if she got sick.

“You were right,” she slurred as she flung her shoe across my room.

“About what?” I pulled up my purple sweat pants and unhooked my bra without taking my camisole off.

“He is too-hot. Guys like that will break your heart.”

I didn’t need a guy to break my heart. As it was turning out, I could do it all by myself.
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When I got back to the suite, I wanted to text her.

Sure, I wanted to make sure they made it in okay, and that Jodi wasn’t too sick, but mostly I wanted to know who in the fuck Joe Motherfucking Guy was.

I pulled my wallet out and threw it on the night stand with my keys.

Reuben got another room for the night since Becca wanted to stay with him, and Nolan and Trevor were asleep on the couches in the living room area, so I didn’t worry about waking anyone up.

I shut the door, and then I paced.

Maybe Jodi was just drunk. I wasn’t about to act like some jealous prick. That wouldn’t help anything.

I didn’t want there to be a Joe. A Goddammed JOE.

Was he at the bar with them that night? Joe from the bar? Had she just met him?

Had I fucked up by not going? By giving her space?

“Fuck.”

I was sober and wide awake.

A Joe?
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I was sitting on the counter in our suite, chewing one of the dry bagels room service brought with the coffee, when Trevor popped his head up from the couch.

“It’s about time you get up. I already took my stuff down.”

Scratching the sleep from the corners of his eyes, he asked, “Where’s Dad?”

“In the shower.” I finally choked down the stale hunk of bread and coughed. “There’s coffee.”

He stretched and shook out his crazy hair. “Is it any good?”

“Nope, but it’s hot.”

“No, thanks.” He picked his phone up, studied it, and then put it back down. “It’s only eight o’clock.”

“I know, but Reub and Bec are already at the cabin. You and your dad are riding over with me.”

He argued, “It’s Sunday.”

“Just get up. I want to get out on the lake so we get a good spot.” That was partially true. Also, I wanted to talk to Dana, and if not Dana, I was going to talk to Jodi. “And pack up because we’re staying at the cabin tonight.”

I’d had way too much shitty coffee and way too much time to think.

If that Joe Dickface was in town, and she met him at the bar, and if he had the balls to come over—to my place tonight—I was going to be there.

The thought of Joe was giving me a headache.

Dana hadn’t sent me a message or called, but maybe she was still asleep. I wasn’t even mad at her. It wasn’t her fault.

I hadn’t been there. I’d chosen to hang back with Trevor. I’d fucked up. But when I thought about Joe, I wanted to fucking smash something.

That wasn’t like me, but fuck.

Them meeting at the bar was the only scenario I’d let myself entertain. Because if this Joe guy came along back in Kansas City, and then after the few days we’d spent together she’d just never mentioned him, I didn’t know what I’d do.

I’d never told her I wanted to be exclusive. In fact, I was all but hiding the fact that I was crazy about her.

So damn stupid. And now what? Had I missed my shot altogether?

My thoughts freaked me out, so I kept busy by taking our bags down to the truck while father and son got ready.

I’d been wearing my swimming trunks since I woke up at five, and I just wanted to get there.

When we pulled in, I didn’t recognize the woman who was in the garage filling up a cooler, but as we hopped out of the truck she said, “Good morning.”

Nolan jogged ahead to help her.

“Is Joe in there?” Yeah, I’d lost my mind.

“I think Joe is still in bed with Dana.”

Unglued. Every part of me came unglued. I had no cool. No control.

“Thanks.” I stomped into the garage. “I’m Cord.”

“I’m Jyl. Thanks for having us.”

I went around them as Nolan offered to carry her Coleman down to the dock.

Becca was in the kitchen, and I pointed down the hall. “Joe?”

She was chewing so she nodded.

That motherfucker.

No one had to tell me, somehow, I knew exactly what room to go to, but I wasn’t sure what I was going to do when I got there. I guessed we’d all find out at the same time.

What a fun little game. Sunday Funday. Yippee.

I opened the door and didn’t see anyone, but the covers on the messed-up bed moved. “You’re Joe, huh?”

There was a roar, then an arm swung out. “What? Shit. I said I was getting up. Give me a damn minute.”

It was Jodi, and she looked worse than hell.

Jodi? Joe?

I leaned back and let that sink in. Wait.

“Are you Joe?”

“Oh, my God. Are you drunk already or am I still drunk?” She threw the covers over her head. “Yes. I’m Joe; you’re Cord. I work at your coffee shop, remember? Now, can you please go away?”

I backed out slowly.

What the fuck happened? Had I lost my mind? Was I a crazy person now?

I scratched my head as I went back into the kitchen.

Becca guessed, “She still in bed, isn’t she?”

I nodded and decided it was a good time for me to go get shit ready on the boat. I needed some air. I’d never felt so strange. Never overreacted like that.

Where was my head?

I met a pair of pretty blue eyes at the sliding glass door at the bottom of the stairs. She smiled at me.

I wiped the cooling sweat off my forehead. “Can I talk to you?”

“Yeah,” she whispered and then looked behind herself. I even had her doing it. Keeping the secret. I sucked.

“Let’s go over here.” I grabbed her hand and swiftly kissed it, desperate to feel something normal, as I led her to my office.

“Did everything go okay last night?” I asked as soon as we were alone just inside the doorway of the dark room.

“Yeah, she drank way too much. We should have left a lot earlier. Then maybe I could have got a cab.” She squeezed my hand. “Sorry about that.”

“Dana?” a female’s voice yelled from somewhere upstairs.

Her head tipped like she could see through the floor.

I kept my voice low, but said, “Maybe we should just tell them that we’ve been spending time together.”

Her eyes shot to mine. “No. It’s their weekend. Let’s just go have fun with our friends like we planned. It’s fine.”

“Dana!”

She pulled her hands free of mine and leaned out of the dark office.

“I’ll be right up,” she shouted, and then came back to me. “I’ve got to go.”

Time was wasting, and I needed to touch her if I had to keep my distance for the rest of the day. I had to get what I could.

I wrapped my arms around her. My hands dipped under the sheer cover-up she was wearing, over her two-piece to her ass, and I lifted her up into my arms. She wrapped her legs around me and held on.

She moved herself against my erection, which had been there in the room with us the whole time. “What are you going to do about this all day?”

That was a good fucking question.

Usually, I didn’t walk around with a hard-on, and spending the whole day with her in the sun, wearing nearly nothing, laughing and watching her enjoy herself would be a major fucking test of will.

“I guess I’ll be in the water a lot.”

Her hands on my neck, she pulled my mouth to hers. The warmth from the cinnamon in her coffee lingered on her tongue, and although she didn’t know I’d freaked the fuck out the night before and all that morning, I did my best to apologize with the kiss.

Before it got too heated, and before someone came looking for her, her legs fell free of my hips, and she dangled her feet to be put down. Our lips would no more than part, and then one of us would lean in for just one more.

“Okay. I really have to go,” she said against my lips.

I was hunched over, boner full mast, as she attempted to back away. I groaned. It was going to suck not touching and kissing her all day. It felt like a mistake not telling our friends.

Sure, Reuben would be pissed, but he’d get over it.

Wouldn’t he?

Then again, he still hadn’t let me live down crazy-ass Bridget from his office—who I hadn’t wanted to take out in the first damn place.

Time to man up, Cord.

It was one day, and maybe later, when everyone was drunk and we were back at the cabin, I’d get a chance to steal more of her time.

I gave her ass a swat as she peeked around the door frame to make sure no one would see her.

“Yeep,” she quietly squealed. “No, Cord. You’re so bad.”

“Your Royal Highness has no idea.”

She gave me that scolding sneer for the name.

I corrected, “You have no idea, Dana.”

“I’ll let you show me later,” she teased out of nowhere.

I waited until the crotch of my trunks looked normal, and then headed outside.

“Are there anymore coolers that need to come down?” I yelled to Nolan who was stepping back onto the dock.

Pointing as he checked, he answered, “All of ours are down here, but there are two more that the girls wanted. I guess, ask them.”

Trevor came out of the sliding glass doors and I gave him the job. “Hey, I’m gonna go down and count life jackets and get situated. Go see if they need anything else carried out, and tell them to come down when they’re ready. Please.”

He nodded and turned around, not hesitating to do what I’d asked him.

I loved that kid.

Too bad he didn’t have more experience on the boat, I’d let him drive us back from Party Cove and I’d have a few extra beers. That was dangerous though, and even if I stayed relatively straight, it was the other boaters on the water who worried me most.

Fifteen minutes later, the boat was loaded with drinks, food, all life jackets were accounted for, and Trevor helped me get the tube blown up and strapped down to the back.

That was the good part about getting an early start, there wouldn’t be as many people on the water. Yet.

Dana took a seat on the open bow with Jyl and Becca. Reuben sat where my favorite red head had only a few nights earlier, and Trevor and Nolan lounged, one on each end of the long bench seat at the back. Coolers littered the floor and as Jodi lumbered down the dock to the boat, I shoved sandals and flip-flops in side compartments so they wouldn’t fly off.

Honestly, by the way she’d looked the night before, I was surprised she was going out with us, but I offered her a hand to steady her as she climbed aboard. “How are you feeling?”

“I puked and took a shower. So I should be good to go.” I couldn’t see her eyes through the dark shades, but I was sure they were bloodshot. I had to give her credit though. She was rallying for her friends.

Becca scooted over and tapped the seat beside her. “Come up here. I made Bloody Marys. After one of them, you’ll be all better.”

Jodi smiled weakly. “Great.”

“Bite the dog,” I encouraged, as she shimmied past me to the girls.

With everyone accounted for and seated, it was time to head out.

Even though it was early, the sun on the water was hot. It wasn’t long before my passengers were stripping. Dana’s chest and shoulders had a lot more color than she’d had the other day, and if she wasn’t careful, she’d be in a lot of pain later.

Surely, she’d put on sunscreen.

But what if she hadn’t?

Siding with doubt, just in case, I slowed to an idle, took my shirt off, and hunted for the sunblock.

I opened the glove compartment in front of Reuben and found it exactly where I thought I’d seen it last. I sprayed myself, making sure to get the tops of my feet where I always got it the worst.

“Dana, do you need this?” Four faces at the front of the boat shot at me. Dana’s lips clamped shut. “Or anyone? Sunblock?” I added.

Jodi held her hand up and said, “I need it.”

I stretched forward and handed it to her.

“Dana, you better put some on too,” Becca said. “You’ll be a lobster.”

I turned away, there was no need to watch and incriminate myself that early. There would be plenty of time for that.

Thank God for sunglasses because had a hard time keeping my eyes off her.
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“He’s done,” Trevor shouted.

I eased up on the throttle. Despite my best efforts to dump him, Nolan had hung on.

“Will two people fit in there, Cord?” Jyl asked. “I want to go, but not by myself.”

“Two of you guys should fit just fine. There’s three handles.”

Jyl bounced. “Come on, Dana. Go with me.”

Becca had since moved to Reuben’s lap where I was sure she’d remain for the rest of the day.

Dana warned her friend, “I want to go fast.”

Figures. Exactly what my nerves needed.

“How fast?” Jyl asked.

“As fast as he’ll go.”

Fast wasn’t happening, but I knew better than to argue.

Jyl looked worried, but there wasn’t any need for it. I was in complete control of the boat, and if Dana wanted to go on the tube, that was fine. But I wasn’t about to sling her all over the place like I had Nolan, who was just climbing back on.

“Woo,” he said and grabbed a towel from the back seat. “That was a good one. You can’t knock me off, motherfucker.” He wiped the water off his face and ran his hand back and forth through his hair, spraying Trevor. “Are you going to go?” he asked his son.

Trevor held a hand up to block the sun. “I think the girls are going next.”

Jyl climbed onto the back area of the boat as Nolan climbed down and out of the way, heading straight for the cooler.

Beside me, Dana was having trouble with her life jacket. One of the straps was twisted and knotted up in the back. That wasn’t going to work for me.

I took a breath, hoping she’d get it before my patience ran out and I did it for her.

With her head craned to see what the problem was, I reached behind her and pulled the tether, yanking the tangle lose. Then I straightened her by the shoulders to make damn sure she had it on straight.

To hell with what anybody thought. I couldn’t take it anymore.

I gave the front a tug and she came with it, and when the bottom strap felt loose, I cinched it.

I didn’t dare look at her face, or anyone else’s.

She shoved her sunglasses at my chest. “Hold these for me.”

“Just be careful,” I replied.

Her eyes rolled, and she propped one foot on the seat to get on the back with her friend. Then her foot slipped, and I was compelled to tie her down with rope. My instinct was to grab her ass, which was about level with my chest, but instead I blocked her from falling with a hand on her back. She bent down to steady herself, and, when she was stable, she hopped up next to Trevor who held a hand out to her as well.

“Do we just jump in the water?” Jyl asked, looking over the side at the inflated raft.

“Here, I’ll hold it steady.” I watched as Trevor hung onto the line so the tube wouldn’t pop out from under her. She turned around and held onto the ladder as she let herself fall into it.

Trevor turned to Dana and said, “You might have to get in, then climb on or you might dump her.”

Without any hesitation, Dana bailed off the side, like that had been her idea all along.

Was she trying to give me a heart attack?

I leaned over the seat to get eyes on her. She’d jumped to the side, and I had an inboard motor, but I had to see.

She shook her head and pulled her ponytail free of the lifejacket.

I loved how she didn’t care about getting messed up and wet, but I didn’t like how daring she was one bit. I should have left the fucking tube at the house, but I hadn’t expected to feel that way.

On her third try, and with some effort from Jyl pulling her up at the same time, she was finally in the raft, and Trevor let the line go as they drifted away.

“Okay, we’re ready,” Dana shouted. “Give it hell.”

Fat chance, beautiful.

I looked ahead to check the path first. There were two boats heading our way and another coming up behind us, but they were slowed down. I gave my boat gas and waited for the rope to run out of slack, deciding to head to a cove and off the main part of the channel. I went slow, waiting for the other two boats to go by before hanging a left over their wakes.

One eye to the front and another constantly looking back, I sped up.

The cove was plenty wide and so instead of the jackknife cuts I gave Nolan, I was able to weave less severely, but still give them a ride.

Dana’s hand flew up and she waved, punching her thumb skyward for more. I wasn’t even going ten miles per hour, so I pushed forward, barely.

With Nolan on back, having known his capabilities and what he could and couldn’t handle, I’d put him through a fun ride. But I’d never pulled them before—one woman was leery, and the other apparently had a wild streak.

Again, her thumb signaled more, but I pretended I didn’t see that one and waited for Trevor to tap my arm to go faster. He was a good spotter, but there was no way in hell I would risk flinging her from the raft just so she could get her jollies.

A signal to turn. So I did, but slightly.

Another motion for speed, and another one I almost completely ignored. After a trip down the shoot, a safe turn and a ride back toward the channel, Trevor gave me another tap signaling they were done.

Praise the Lord.

I loved my friends, but I’d never experienced dread or worry like I had with Dana on that stupid fucking raft. I didn’t like it at all. Thankfully, I’d been the one at the helm. Had someone else been driving I would have lost my ever-loving mind.

I was irrational and overreacting again, but it was all very real to me.

Trevor didn’t feel like riding, Jodi didn’t even think about it in her condition, and the lovebirds didn’t even know we were around.

After towels were situated to cover the hot seats, and everyone in their spots had a drink—except for me—we set off for Party Cove.

We fell in line with other boats, all headed in the same direction. So I trimmed off and kept up with the flow. We entered the no wake zone and trolled around until we found a nice place to drop anchor.

I’d never spent a lot of time there, so I didn’t know any of the other boaters, but before long the cove filled up.

By the heat of the day, we’d made acquaintances with the boats to both side of mine and people hopped from one to the other. The girls had turned their lifejackets into floating seats and sang along to the music coming from a neighboring pontoon.

Nolan and Trevor had wandered off, leaving me and Reuben sitting on the back of my Bayliner handing the girls drinks as they requested them.

“I’m getting in,” Reuben said, leaned forward, slapping cool water on his arms. “Come on.”

I wanted to, but also the closer I got to Dana the harder it was to stay away from her. Realistically, it was hot as balls, and if I didn’t get in and cool off, I was going to fry.

“You guys need anything before we get in?” I called out to the floating women who were giggling about something.

“We’re good,” Jodi yelled, and Dana splashed her. I guessed she wasn’t feeling that bad after all.

Reuben climbed down the ladder, and, drifting toward his fiancé, popped the tab on his beer. “What are you guys laughing about?”

“Nothing,” Dana answered before anyone had a chance to. I pushed back from the boat and floated their way.

“The water feels so good,” Dana said as I stopped beside her. It wasn’t like I intended it that way, she was just the closest person.

“Having fun?” I asked.

“Yes, I love it here.” Somehow some of the awkwardness was gone. “I’m don’t want to leave tomorrow.”

“Me either,” Jodi agreed. “But I’ll have to, or I’ll become a drunk.”

“Did you talk to mom this morning?” Dana asked.

“Yeah. She said they’d made pancakes for breakfast and Max called them Grancakes. He won’t want to go home either.”

“Well, we’ve got all day today and all night before we have to go back,” Dana reminded her.

“Yep, me back to two toddlers and you back to your boyfriend,” Jodi teased.

I dipped my head back to cool off, suddenly hotter then I’d been on the boat.

Becca slapped the water. “He’s not her boyfriend. Remember?”

Reuben leaned over to Becca, but stared directly at me. “Who are we talking about?”

His fiancé answered, “Oh, just some guy Dana is seeing on the down low.”

Jyl chimed in, “Joe, isn’t just some guy. He’s the best sex she’s ever had.”

Motherfucking Joe obviously didn’t live at the lake. Well, fuck.

“I thought you were Joe?” I asked Jodi.

“Yeah, Joe. Jodi. Ha! That’s funny,” Dana said quickly. “I’m getting hungry. Anyone else?”

Everyone ignored her.

“No, she won’t bring Joe around. He’s not even coming to the wedding.”

Dana tipped her face to the sky. “Would you all just shut up and mind your own business?”

The only one who looked sympathetic for her was Becca. “All right. All right, no more Joe talk. We promise.”

That sounded good to me.

Shortly after that, I caught up with Nolan on a pontoon a few boats down and watched him try to teach his son how to play Beer Pong. That was my afternoon. It sucked, but everyone else seemed to enjoy themselves.

Also, it was hard to be upset when Dana was laughing and having a good time.

I didn’t know what I was going to say to her about this Joe guy, or when, or if I should at all. If she liked him, and he was good to her, shouldn’t I just back off?

That was why she didn’t want to tell people we’d been seeing each other. She had been seeing this other guy.

The thought of that drove me mad. I couldn’t just let it go. Let her go.

Could I? Was I that selfish?

As the day passed, everyone except for Trevor and I got buzzed, and slowly but surely everybody found their way back to the boat. On the ride to the cabin, I took my time trying to decide if I should dock and then just head back to Kansas City.

I didn’t know what to do. I was angry and frustrated. There wasn’t much I could say or do around everyone anyway.

Soon, I was pulling up to my dock, unsure of what to do with myself.

Although they were all kind of drunk, everyone pitched in, and quickly the coolers and bags were unloaded and carried to the house.

“You got a minute?” Dana asked from the wooden platform beside the boat. She’d hung back digging through her bag like she was looking for something, then quit when everyone was gone.

“I don’t want to do this right now.” I was sober, in a shitty mood, and, for the life of me, I didn’t want to hear what was coming.

“Are you okay?” She stood close to where I was climbing out, and then looked toward the house over her shoulder.

“I’m fine. Go hang out, and I’ll get this stuff.”

She took another step closer, and I felt my blood beginning to heat, my breathing got deeper, and words I didn’t want to say crept up my throat.

“You don’t want to talk to me?”

“Dana.” I stretched and gripped the back of my neck with my hand, and then focused on the bottom of her shirt where it rested against her pink thigh. She should have put on more fucking sunblock.

“Are you mad?” She clicked her flip-flop and swung the tote she was holding.

“I’m not mad. But if you’re with some Joe guy, I’m not going to be someone you have on the side.” The words came out harshly. “I guess that’s kind of what it’s been like, and maybe that’s my fault, but—“

She lifted a palm to me. “Hold up. You really think I’m seeing two guys? What am I? Some whore?”

Her face went blank, and my head pounded.

“Don’t put words in my mouth, Dana. I didn’t say that.” I lifted my sunglasses and pinched the bridge of my nose. “We’ve never been exclusive or whatever.”

“No, because you didn’t want your friends to know about us.” Agitation shook her voice, and I didn’t have an argument for that.

“I suppose it doesn’t matter now, does it?” I stacked a smaller cooler on top of a larger one.

She stood there frozen, head tipped to the side, looking at me like I was a stranger. She glanced somewhere behind me and exhaled.

“You’re Joe.” Her eyes closed like what she’d said was painful and maybe embarrassing.

“What?”

“You are Joe. You’re the guy I’ve been telling them about.” It took a second to switch gears inside my head.

“Me?”

She nodded, guiltily, her chin falling to her chest.

For the first time that afternoon, my head didn’t feel like it was going to implode.

I was still processing what she told me. Of course, I’m a guy, so immediately I went back to the part where she’d told them Joe was the best sex she’d ever had.

My mood changed fast, faster than what was normal. It swung from angry and irritated to relieved and curious so fast my head spun.

“I can’t explain right now, I’m sure someone’s watching, but you’re Joe.”
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I could tell he was angry, and had there been another guy—regardless of what it looked like to everyone else—he would have had the right to be upset.

It bothered me that he thought I was that kind of girl, but what was he supposed to think? Jodi had mentioned Joe the night before, and Jyl had brought him up too.

Shit, it looked bad.

I didn’t want him thinking I was some slut who got around. I didn’t give a shit if things were about to end with him, I wasn’t a hooch like that, and he needed to know it.

Old Dana had had her fun, but not even she would have juggled two guys at the same time.

Okay, correction. I was really starting to give a shit that things were about to end, but I was smart enough to be prepared. That had always been the plan.

Have one last farewell fling, then grow up.

Thing was, in the course of the past month, I felt like I’d changed more than I’d expected to. I wanted completely different things than I had when I’d started talking to Cord.

More importantly, I wanted them for real.

Each day I spent with Cord was making the whole plan suck. Sometimes, I wished I’d never even talked to him because he was a good guy. A great guy.

At least I knew I wasn’t broken. That I could feel serious about someone.

That afternoon was lazy, I went and took a nap when the guys settled downstairs on the couches watching baseball.

We ordered pizza, but I couldn’t eat much.

I felt like a scumbag.

After what felt like an eternity, everyone retired to their rooms, and when the house got quiet, I left my room and slipped down stairs.

Trevor was on the back patio on his phone, and both Nolan and Cord were asleep in front of the television which was playing a rerun of that show about tiny homes. I’d seen that one before.

I didn’t want to wake up Nolan, so I silently walked over to Cord and nudged his leg. He took a deep breath, and his eyes sprung open.

I put my finger over my mouth and nodded for the hall. I’d over heard them talking about sleeping arrangements and he was sleeping in the extra guest room in the basement, the one beside Jyl.

He sat up and looked at Nolan who was drooling. He stood, stretched, and walked down the hall, I followed.

I hadn’t slept for shit the past two nights, and, before I even thought about trying to sleep, I wanted to get a few things off my chest.

Inside his room, he clicked the door shut. There was a half window on one side of the room, and a faint amber light from the landscaping outside filtered in through the open blinds.

He found my arm, and his fingers trailed to my hand as he walked us to the bed.

Without a word, he took his shirt off and his shorts, and then he pulled back the blankets and got into them in his boxer briefs. I was only dressed in a tank top and my purple sweats, but I left them on the floor next to his clothes before I climbed in next to him.

I worked myself into the hollow space between his chest and his arm while he lifted my thigh to pull me closer.

“Trevor came to your house a few weeks ago when you were in the shower. He saw me, and then just sort of left.”

Cord picked up my hand and kissed it. My eyes fell shut. That always made my stomach tighten, and it would be one of the things I missed about him the most.

I took a breath and returned a kiss to the side of his pec, then continued. “We didn’t talk, and I don’t know if he’s said anything about it, but feel like I should have mentioned it before.”

He let go of my hand, laying it on his shoulder, and again his big hands wandered down my body.

Soon he was pulling me on top of him, and I went willingly. My right leg fell to the other side of him and my foot snuggled under his calf. I rested my cheek on his chest, and the few hairs he had there tickled my face.

“And I’m glad you’re the kind of guy who wouldn’t want to be some chick’s side action. You deserve someone who wouldn’t put you in that position.”

I glanced up, his head was propped on the pillow behind him.

“You’re not that kind of girl though, are you?”

His hands tightened on my back side as I shook my head no.

“Let me touch you.” He already was.

“No. Let me touch you.”

He’d done so much for us that weekend, and then with the whole Joe confusion, I wanted to take care of him. I had a lot of appreciation to show.

The way he smelled having showered—sadly without me—turned me on. Same as always. His skin was so warm against my mine, and his muscles rippled under each kiss I placed on his chest.

I crawled down the length of his body, and he parted his legs for me to lie between them.

He watched me, and I watched him back, feeding off the hunger in his dark eyes.

When I met fabric with my mouth, I pulled it down to the side and pressed my lips against the valley of his hip. My other hand roamed across the ridges of his stomach, and I doubted if I’d ever been so excited to please a man in all my life.

It wasn’t about what I would get in return or how I turned him on. It wasn’t about me at all.

It was all about him.

Through his briefs, my hand stroked him feeling the crook between my thumb and index finger. A delicious sound came from above as he pushed back against the pillow.

I climbed to one side and pulled his underwear off, and then returned to where I was.

I’d missed too many opportunities to please him, mostly because he was usually busy blowing my mind. I had no doubt I’d be satisfied before I left his room, but first I was tasting him.

Hard. Strong. Ready. I’d felt him countless times in my hand, but this was different.

I licked him base to tip. Underneath and to the end, and then all along the top. My mouth was everywhere, side to side, making him slick. His skin moved with my tongue, and I flattened it to touch more of him.

I held his gaze as I licked my palms, and then I stroked him into my open mouth.

“Fuck.” The word was only loud enough for me to barely hear over our breathing. Then he lifted and pushed himself past my waiting lips.

The sound of him scratching the sheets beside us sent an arousing chill up my back, and I took him in as far as I possibly could, nearly to the point of rejection from my throat.

Sucking cock was messy business, but when you were as turned on as I was—and as he was too—the wetter the better, and the sounds made it even more elicit.

Hotter. Sexier.

He was polite and didn’t smash himself into my face, letting me determine the depth and pressure, and it only made me want to give him more.

My hands kept time with my head, and I found myself aching and needy as I observed him and became familiar with his breathing.

Deep inhales. Long pauses. Rushed exhales. Repeat.

His legs quavered from my tormenting, yet steady, pace. I dipped low, and the end of him pressed against the back of my mouth. I moaned, and I deliberately shook my head. My eyes never leaving his.

“God, yes. Suck me.” He swiped the hair off my shoulders only to gather it in his fist, but he didn’t push or pull. He only held on.

There were times when his stamina was almost unrivaled, and times when he fucked me hard and fast, but the need to make him come with my mouth was so strong that I refused to stop until he did.

“Ah, Dana.”

Restless I shifted, my untouched arousal had me wanton, but I kept one hand on his cock and increased my speed while my other hand freely roamed over parts of him I’d never explored. He was neatly groomed, but still insanely masculine, and I found a sensitive spot tucked behind his sack that had him gasping. When I firmly pressed against it with the tips of my fingers and massaged, it elicited a desperate sound something between a moan and begging.

No longer were we connected by our eyes, his head had fallen to the side. He was everything manly and powerful, but at that moment I held his pleasure in my hands, and I didn’t take it for granted.

I found that I was moaning as much as he was, and as his orgasm drew near, he held my face in his hands.

“I’m going to come. I’m going to come.” He pleaded with me, over and over, but I didn’t pull away.

I wanted him to.

I wanted to feel him pulse against my tongue.

I wanted to be solely responsible for his ecstasy.

“Dana. Oh. Oh, fuck Dana, yes.” His voice strained, and his entire body flexed. I’d never felt as sexy or desired or powerful as when he said my name like that. Like I was all he needed.

I took every drop he gave me, and when I was done, I crawled up his stomach, unsure of whether he’d want to kiss me or not.

I didn’t have to wonder long.

His mouth found mine, fevered and without hesitation. His arms wrapped around me, unfastened my bra, and then he threw it to the side.

In a quick maneuver, Cord rolled me to my back, sat up to pull my underwear off, and kissed my left ankle as he moved it to the other side of him. His mouth hungrily sampled and bit up to my knee, and then he bent to kiss his way to my center.

He was talented, but I wanted more than his mouth. If he wasn’t inside me soon, I’d die right there in the bed.

“Fuck me.”

His answer was taking my sex into his mouth, but I tried to pull away.

“No, Dana. Dammit, I want this.”

I was so sensitive at that point, each sensation was intensified. My elbows dug into the top of the bed, and I pulled away from him.

It’s too much.

Grabbing me by my hips, he heaved me right back.

“Please,” I half-heartedly begged. “I need you.”

After one last moan against me, he sat back and crept toward my center. His thighs against mine, he hovered over me and hooked both of my knees in the bends of his arms, hitching them up.

I was open to him. Desperate and bound by him. He flexed his hips, running himself through my wet flesh, and then he arched, met his forehead with mine and slid inside me.

I panted, feeling him sink straight into my center. Even, from only that first connection between us, satisfaction fizzed like champagne bubbles under my skin.

Body to body, we met flush.

Spread like I was, I stretched around him. When he pushed even deeper, my body’s natural resistance combined with the pressure of him grinding against my clit, created a sensation that was both massive and exquisite.

“Cord.”

“Is that what you want?”

“Ah. Ah. Yes.” I grabbed onto his back, feeling his muscles flex as he ground into me.

“Like this?”

“Yes,” I repeated, using the only word I could find. I must have said it over and over, answering every erotic question the same way.

Except one.

He gathered my legs to one side, never pulling free of me, and as he pounded into me, he asked in my ear.

“Do you love me?”

I came but didn’t answer.
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I must have fallen asleep, spent and satiated in his arms, and when I woke up, I quietly slipped out of them and back to my room just as the sun was coming up.

I climbed into my cold sheets and tried to fall back asleep, but his last words were too loud for me to find any peace.

Everything had been so simple when we’d started our tryst. It was only going to be until the wedding, or until he lost interest.

In my experience, love was where men like Cord drew the line.

Even though I didn’t answer, just by him asking had told me everything I needed to know.

Things would slow down.

His calls would become less frequent.

His interest would move on.

And I wouldn’t have to do a thing.

I’d never fallen in love with the men I’d dated before, but when they thought you were about to, or that it was likely, they’d vanished. Players didn’t catch feelings, and up until that morning, I hadn’t recognized the old me had been the biggest one.

I’d had my fun, a grand farewell to that lifestyle, an affair that I wouldn’t soon forget. At least I didn’t have to think about how I was going to end things anymore.

With that one question, I knew. He would gracefully do it for the both of us.

I was weary, and my eyes burned as I finally wandered back to sleep, but it was fretful, and eventually I gave up.

Jodi wanted to get back, so we were the first two that morning to pack up and head out. I was glad for the company and distraction, and for the fact that she’d agreed to drive.

Going home after vacation or a long weekend was always depressing, and I supposed I had to look at my relationship with Cord in the same way.

It was fun while it lasted.
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ME: Why did you leave so early?

DANA: Jodi needed to pick up Max.

At least that was what her text said when she finally replied nearly an hour after mine.

My head wasn’t on straight. I’d acted like a fucking idiot most of the weekend.

My emotions, if that’s what you call the bastards who were driving me nuts, were all over the place. Not only had I not came out and told her how I felt, I’d selfishly put her on the spot—while we were having sex.

Who, in their right mind, pulls that kind of fuckery?

I threw my clothes into my duffel bag, not giving a fuck that they were all wadded up, causing them to barely fit.

Again, my head pounded like I’d drank my ass off, but it wasn’t a hangover. I hadn’t had more than one drink in the past two, long, frustrating days.

“Can I ride back with you?” Trevor asked when I drug myself upstairs.

“Yeah, that’s fine.”

“Good, because I already put my stuff in your truck.” Pulling the last clean dish out of the washer and putting it in the cabinet, he added, “Dad is riding back with Reuben, but not until later. They’re going with Becca and her sister to eat lunch after everyone is ready.”

“Let me guess? You want to see Mia.”

He didn’t reply, but his face said it all.

“Fine. Let me fill up my coffee mug and we’ll go.”

After I made sure Nolan would lock up, I backed down to the water, pulled out the boat, and parked it in the garage. I wanted to think that I’d be back to the cabin sooner than later, and that Dana would come back too, but things felt weird.

On one hand, the stuff she told me last night, before she sucked every intelligent thought left in my head straight out the end of my dick, was promising. She rarely shared things like that with me, but it kind of sounded like something else too.

Shit was confusing, and, as I drove down the highway, I kept to myself until Trevor blurted out, “What’s up with you and Dana?”

There was no point in denying it. According to her, he’d seen her at the house anyway. Still, I wasn’t sure how much he knew or what was appropriate to talk about with an eighteen-year-old.

I settled for the truth. “I don’t know.”

His backpack sat at his feet. He retrieved an apple from it, and then took a loud bite.

“I saw her come out of your room this morning, and go in it with you last night.” He paused long enough to swallow and kick his foot up on the dash. “And she was at the house when I stopped by awhile back.”

“I know.”

“Okay, so what’s going on? Around everyone you two pretend like you don’t even know each other.”

“It’s just complicated.”

His apple suddenly looked appealing, and my stomach growled since there was only coffee in it. I looked over at him, and he was waiting for me to go on.

“All right. So we met a few weeks ago—maybe a month ago. You were there. At the coffee shop?”

“Yeah, did you get her number from Jodi then?”

“Actually, no. I didn’t have to. She started coming to the gym.”

He playfully slapped my arm like we were old buddies, but wasn’t it just a few years before that he’d been in diapers and falling off his bike?

“Cord, that’s cool. So what’s the problem?”

I slapped his foot off the leather dash, and he rested his big foot on his other knee instead. It blew my mind that it was him I was about to have that conversation with.

Life was weird.

I hesitated and shot him one more look.

“What? Oh, come on,” he chided. “You always told me I could talk to you about anything. Goes both ways.”

He had a point, and, looking back, I supposed he had come to me a couple times.

“All right, but—“

“But nothing. It stays between us.” My little buddy was turning into a damn good man. “Now tell me about her.”

Her.

That was a different subject all together. I could talk about Dana for hours. Her and us were conversations poles apart.

“She’s a pain in the ass. Argues about everything. Hates being wrong, but really she’s usually not. Just watching her is a good time, and she’s got this sweet spot in her laugh.” I shook my head and twisted my hands around the steering wheel. “I wanted her immediately.”

He threw the apple core in a plastic bag. “And she’s into you?”

“I don’t know. Sometimes I have no doubt. Sometimes I have no fucking clue.” I ran my hand over my hair and shook my head.

“I know all about that.”

At eighteen? “I’m sure.”

“No. For real. When Mia and I started dating, she’d just broken up with someone, and she told me she didn’t want to be in a relationship. Then, without either of us saying anything, it was like we were in one, and that was that.”

I turned up the air and aimed the center vent at my face, queasy from—well, just take your pick. “Yeah, but I told Reuben I wouldn’t date her.”

“That was dumb.”

“He didn’t want me to jack up their wedding and stress out Becca if things didn’t work. So I told him I’d wait.”

“Were you on the boat with us yesterday? I don’t know if anyone else noticed, but there was something going on between you two. Reub and Becca were off in their own little world.”

“Yesterday sucked.” I put my blinker on and finally passed an SUV that I’d been following for miles. “And then she left this morning without really saying anything.”

“What do you expect her to say, when you won’t admit to your friends she’s special to you?”

It felt like I’d been punched. “I wanted to say something, she said to wait,” I defended.

“Okay. You just said she likes to argue. So why in the hell did you even ask her?”

I didn’t like that he was making so much fucking sense. Not even a little. I was thirty fucking two. “Like I said, it’s complicated.” I propped my elbow up on the edge of the window and rubbed my temple.

“Doesn’t sound complicated.”

“What do you know? You’re still in high school.”

“Yeah. Well I found the girl for me, and I’m going to marry her. I’m going to build a future for us, and Mia knows it. And, you know what? I don’t give a shit what anyone thinks,” he explained resolutely.

Then he reached into his bag and pulled out a book.

It was a long drive home.
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“Are you going in?” Jodi asked when we pulled into the drive at Mom and Ted’s.

She turned my car off and got her things out of the back as I got into the driver’s side to take myself home.

“No. Too tired. I’m heading out. Tell them I said hi and kiss Max for me.”

She was preoccupied, putting her backpack on and lugging out her suitcase. “Okay. I’ll call you later. I had fun.” Then she closed the door to the backseat.

“I’ll call you.” I waved, watching her wheel luggage up the sidewalk.

Before I even got home, I’d received two messages from Mom and one from Becca.

When I finally got everything inside, and basically dumped the contents of my suitcase in the washer, I grabbed a water and plopped down on the couch.

Mom wanted to make sure I was feeling all right since I didn’t pop in, and I replied that I was fine.

Except, I wasn’t fine.

I was drained, but that was normal after a long weekend. Right? Everyone gets the coming-home-vacation-is-over blues.

Becca wanted to show me the dress that she and Jyl found for her to wear to the reception. It looked great, but I wasn’t in the mood, and they were probably on the road home anyway. I responded with a smiley face and tossed my phone on the coffee table.

I didn’t hear from Cord that night, and since there wasn’t anything too pressing that I had to get back to at work, I took the next day off too. I slept in, took a shower, and tried to get back to normal.

I’d successfully only thought about him five or six hundred times when I noticed his text.

CORD: Come over.

God, did I want to, and the odds were good that I’d foolishly end up there sometime that week, but in the spirit of self-preservation, I decided it couldn’t be that night. It was in my best interest to begin putting space between us.

The damage was already there, but if I was smart, I could still put the pieces back together and move on.

I hoped.

Also, I’d obviously worked myself into a corner—booty call corner. Old Dana’s favorite hangout. But even Old Dana wouldn’t have hung out during that week. Period.

Know what I’m saying? That week.

ME: Not tonight.

CORD: Want me to come over there?

CORD: I’ll bring food.

He didn’t make it easy, so I crossed my fingers and did what I had to.

ME: I have a lot of work to catch up on. I’ll talk to you later this week. I’m busy.

Busy riding the cotton pony, holding the couch down, finishing the page in my coloring book, fixing my toenail polish, and going to bed as early as possible.

He sent the fucking thumb.

I turned my phone off.
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Those first few days after the lake trip seemed to drag, but as double digits turned single on the countdown to the wedding, things literally got busy. Soon, I didn’t have to make excuses not to see him.

Becca needed help with decorations and guest bags. That’s how I found myself at their place Friday night, putting Jordan almonds in tiny boxes and tying ribbons into bows on them.

“Tomorrow I have my last fitting. Have you picked up your dress? Did you find shoes? You’re leaving your hair down, right?” She fired the question cannon right at my face.

“Hair, down. Got the shoes, broke them in at work already. But I haven’t picked up my dress yet.” My tongue snuck out while attempting bowtie perfection. She’d already scolded me once for being sloppy, but admittedly I’d been half-assing the job.

“Okay, do you want to go with me? Then I want to stop by that place and get a spray tan. Just in case it looks like shit. You know?”

She already had a great glow, but she was a bride and for some reason, brides always wanted to look like they just got back from three weeks in Tahiti. Then again, all the color I’d gotten from the lake was already fading off my pasty, ginger skin. I could use a spray tan myself.

“Sounds good,” I easily agreed. I didn’t have anything else to do.

Just as we were wrapping up, Nolan and Trevor came down stairs, carrying pizzas and beer.

Absentmindedly, I thought about how fun it would have been if Cord was there, but I dismissed it as soon as my idiocy registered.

Trevor’s girlfriend, Mia, showed up about that time, and it was hard not to watch how sweet the teenaged pair were together. She sat on his lap at the table for four and ate as everyone talked.

With everything happening around me, it was easy to zone out. So I mostly drank.

I wondered what Cord was doing.

Was he out on the town? Was he with another woman?

But what claim did I have to him? None.

I’d royally fucked myself.

Like Trevor had heard my thoughts, he looked at his dad and asked, “Why isn’t Cord here?”

Nolan chewed and wiped his mouth. “He had some big thing happen at one of his jobsites today. Something about an accident with a guy on one of his contractor’s crews. He wasn’t home yet when I called him earlier.”

I peeled the pepperoni off the end of the slice of pizza on my paper plate, hoping to appear ambivalent with the mention of his name. However, when our fling was all the way over, and the wedding was behind us, I’d be glad nobody knew we’d been seeing each other.

Reuben laughed and said, “Plus, Lance went to Key West this week. He’s probably worn out. That office looked like a war zone when I was there yesterday.”

Nolan added, “Key West? That guy is a trip.”

“I love him,” Mia defended. She faced Trevor, warmly smiling. “He showed me this makeup tutorial channel on YouTube. It changed my life.”

I felt like I was missing out, not knowing who Lance was, but it was a good reason to keep my stupid mouth shut. Before long, all talk was focused on the wedding again, and the couple’s honeymoon in Greece.

I had to admit, even though I was totally and completely happy for Becca, I was also jealous as fuck. I had to believe I’d turned over a new leaf though. Now that I knew what I wanted, hopefully I’d be able to find someone long-term, for myself.

“I need to go home.” I’d drunk too much, and if I was going to be worth anything the next day, it was time for me to go to bed. Plus, if I had another drink I’d be even more tempted to text Cord, and that was a silly, back-tracking, dumbass idea. Even if I just wanted to make sure he was okay.

While I was digging through my purse in search of Jared the cab driver’s card, Trevor said, “We’ll drive you. We’re heading out too.”

I’d been shocked that the two teenagers had hung out that long, but they were both sober.

It wasn’t a bad offer.

“Will you follow me to her house, baby?” He called Mia baby, and it was the sweetest thing I’d ever heard and seen. Drunk New Dana was a Sappy McSchmoozerson.

“If we can get ice cream,” she waged, but grinned at me swinging her keys in her hand.

He kissed her on the cheek, and she blushed.

“We’re out.” He called out to the others who were sitting around the table.

Nolan pointed at his son and instructed, “Home by one. Good night, Mia. See you, Dana.”

Becca popped up for a goodbye hug, and I swayed as I waved to the rest of them, putting my bag over my shoulder. “Night, guys.”

The young couple followed me outside, and he kissed her again at her car. Meanwhile, I got into my passenger seat and watched them in the side mirror. Not a care in the world.

They had good love.

When Trevor finally got in, I handed him the keys.

“Do you want to go to Cord’s?”

It shocked the shit out of me. Not in a million years had I expected it.

“No. I’m going home.” Leaning forward, I programmed the GPS to my house. “There.” My finger tapped on the dash. “That’s the way.”

“You know, he talked to me about you.” The young man put my car in drive, watching his girlfriend pull up behind us in the rearview.

As he got our convoy on the road, I took a minute to think. Curiosity might have killed me, but I wasn’t about to ask what he’d said. It wouldn’t make any difference at that point anyway.

“Does he talk to you about all of his conquests?”

All right. I knew better, but didn’t have the ability to keep my stupid mouth shut. I blamed Captain Morgan.

“No,” he countered. “I think he’s into you.”

Thank God, the drive wasn’t long and we were almost there. I fiddled with my seat belt and did the best I could to bite my tongue for one more block, but his naïve words hung in the air. I pointed to the spot I normally parked in, happy that it was available.

“Thanks for bringing me, and my car, home.”

I waited as he put it in park, turned it off, and handed me the key fob. Mia pulled up beside us on the quiet street.

When I stepped out, I gave him a minute before locking the doors. The car was parked crooked as all hell, but it would have to do until morning.

“I’m serious,” he reiterated over the roof of my Elantra. “I’ve never seen him like this.”

After a calming breath, and expelling any hope that he knew more about things than I did, I informed him what was up.

“He’s not into me, Trevor. Not like you’re into Mia. He’s into having a girl he can call when he wants to have a little fun, and I just made that easy for him. Trust me.” I leaned to the side, looking around him, and waved at his sweet girlfriend who was watching us.

“Good night,” I said.

When I stepped onto my tiny porch, I noticed a bag on the chair beside my door.

A bag of cheese popcorn. The Royals shirt I’d wore the day we got barbeque. And a note.

 

Dana,

I know we’ve been busy, but I wanted to make sure you’re eating… even if it is just popcorn, which still isn’t a meal—just so we’re clear. Also, the team is sucking ass this week. So if you could manage to wear this tomorrow, that would be a big help.

I hope you miss me.

Cord

 

And I did.

It was late, so I took the popcorn to bed with me and only ate half the bag, which felt like a lesson in self-control all by itself. I wanted to watch the next episode of Shameless, but couldn’t do it. Instead, I watched the first one, again, for the third time.

I slept in the fucking shirt. That had to count for something.
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The next week was full of last-minute workouts on my lunch break, a trip to the salon for a trim, a manicure, a pedicure, and a wax—while I was at it.

Avoiding Cord, although it sucked, wasn’t too hard to accomplish. Maybe it was because he was busy too, but I hadn’t heard from him much.

The major countdown in my life had changed from days until the wedding to how many days it had been since I’d seen him last.

I hated myself.

He was out of sight, but nowhere near out of mind. I wasn’t going to be as strong when I had to see him Friday night at the rehearsal.

The truth was, I’d been avoiding him because I just didn’t want to face that we were at the end of whatever we had going on, and that just sucked. But after everything, I had to admit, at least I knew what I wanted, which was the whole point of the plan in the first damn place.

One last hoorah. Figure my shit out. Then make it happen.

What I’d learned was: I wanted the hanging out and the inside jokes. I wanted the great sex as much as the commitment. No matter how pretend it was with Cord, my need for those things was very real. That’s why it was so hard letting go of the fun fantasy I’d created.

The rehearsal and the wedding were taking place at The Grand Royale, and I’d decided to get a room for both nights since we had to be back early for hair and makeup anyway. Plus, Becca and Jyl were staying so I figured why not?

When I was dressed for the first evening of wedding festivities, I hung my bridesmaid dress on the hook in the back seat of my car, loaded my suitcase in the back, and headed into the city for the weekend.

Determined to not have a chip on my shoulder, I summoned all the gusto I had. Headstrong to have a good time, be there for my friend, and end things with Cord on a good note.

After all, we probably would be seeing each other in the future, and I hoped we’d be able to stay friends without it being too weird. Or too hard.

Time would tell.

True, I wasn’t going to be jumping into a relationship with anyone anytime soon—it didn’t even sound appealing. So that part of the plan had changed some, but I had to chalk that up to experience.

After finally getting all my things into my room, my cell phone rang.

“Oh, my God,” Becca exclaimed. “I’m freaking out. I forgot so much shit at home.”

“Calm down. What do you need me to do?” I wasn’t the maid of honor, but I’d do anything for her.

“I have four boxes in the garage at home, can you pick them up on your way?”

“I’m at the hotel already. Um,” I said as I thought.

She countered, “All right, how about between the rehearsal and dinner? Can you run back and get them? I know it sucks, but all the wedding party gifts are in there—I need those for tonight—and the programs are still there too. Shit. Shit. Shit.”

Duty called. She’d do it for me—no questions asked.

“Sure. After we go through the ceremony, I’ll run back to Lenox and grab them. No biggie.”

A relieved sigh came over the line. “I fucking owe you my life. Thank you. Thank you. Thank you. Reuben has to do something really quick, but I’m heading downstairs now.”

“Sounds good. I think Jyl is just down the hall. I’ll grab her, and we’ll meet you down there. Do not freak out. It’ll be fine.”

“I’m really sorry. I thought I had everything taken care of.”

I picked at my hair in the mirror. “Shut up. Whatever it is, we’ll get it done. Don’t worry. You’re getting married tomorrow. Just relax.”

I stuck my room key in my dress—yes, it had pockets—and I clicked off the television. “See you in a minute.”

“Okay, bye.” She hung up, and as I walked down the hall to Jyl’s room, I was both relieved and excited I’d have something to do between the rehearsal and dinner.

I needed to see Cord, but I dreaded it just the same.
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I couldn’t hold it in any longer. I was losing my fucking mind.

Yeah, she’d been busy with work and the wedding, and I hadn’t wanted to add to her stress.

Yeah, I’d been swamped the past few weeks too.

Yeah, she claimed that there wasn’t anything wrong when we had talked those few, short times, but I knew better.

Yeah, she was avoiding me, and I had no one to blame but myself—and possibly Reuben. I was putting a stop to that thought before the weekend even got started. I’d already wasted too much time.

I’d given him my word, and in many ways, I’d broken it. On the other hand, in some ways, I’d kept my word with him and thrown all to hell things I’d promised myself a long, long time ago.

When I found the right girl, I’d always told myself I’d jump. Dive right in. That if it was right, I’d know. Then I’d do everything in my power to give her the best. That I’d be ready.

I’d failed myself and Dana in the process.

It had taken me way too long to realize how fucking backward I’d made things.

I was tapping out, hours before my agreement to Reuben would be fulfilled. The wedding would be over in two days, but after how things went the last time we were around everyone, and how awkward it was, I just couldn’t do it. I couldn’t risk it working out on its own, that it would all be fine later.

Ha. Fuck later.

Hell, up until that very second, I’d still been hell bent on making good on my word. Right up until I saw her car pull into the parking deck from my room. The minute when I wanted to run down and help her.

See her.

Touch her.

Kiss her.

There was no fucking way I could hold back any longer. Not for Reuben or anyone.

So I sent him a message to meet me. And a few hours later, as I waited on the rooftop bar for one of my best friends, I prayed that coming clean would only make things better. For everyone.

Dana deserved to know how I felt and what I wanted, and she deserved it as soon as possible.

That, or I was going to lose any chance I had with her, but even though I loved Reuben, Dana was the one. You’re not supposed to fuck around when the one comes along, and I been fucking around so much that it might have been too late.

“Jim Beam on the rocks,” Reub said from behind me when he pulled up a barstool. The bartender had just dropped off my beer and nodded taking Reuben’s order.

It was time to man up, if not for myself, for her.

Reub pulled the dish containing some kind of pubmix stuff closer and took a handful, popping it in his mouth.

“You ready for all of this?” I asked him, meaning the wedding. And, to myself, meaning here goes nothing.

Here goes everything.

We sat side-by-side, each facing forward.

“Oh yeah. I’ve been ready,” he answered and took another palm-full from the bowl. “When you find a woman like Becca, you keep her. I’m just glad it’s finally here before she figures out how much better she could do.” He slapped me on the back. “You know?”

I was getting familiar with that same type of urgency. Things couldn’t move fast enough.

“I hear ya. Listen, I’m not going to beat around the bush.” I was coming right out with it. I tipped the sweaty bottle, finding my balls, and then placed it back onto the coaster. “I’ve been seeing Dana, and, if I haven’t fucked everything up, I’m going to date the fuck out of her.”

He shook his head and spun the ice in his glass. “Dammit, Cord. I knew this was going to happen.”

“No, you didn’t, and neither did I. And I’m sorry, but I don’t give a fuck what you think. I want her.”

“I guess that’s why you wanted a drink before rehearsal. To warn me? Right?” If fucking laughs could sound like sarcasm, his did. “Uh. So out with it. You said you fucked everything up. What kind of mess are we walking into?”

I kicked off the wall below the bar top and turned in his direction. “I said if I haven’t fucked everything up. I should’ve never told you I’d leave her alone. Fuck. I know it’s your wedding, and she’s Becca’s friend, but, dude, it was never any of your business. And I can’t do it anymore.”

After a long sip of his drink, he rocked his jaw as he took a deep breath through his nose. Nostrils flared, his eyes narrowed.

I’d done my best to keep the edge out of my tone, but it was there. I wasn’t fucking around, and that had got across to him—I read it on his face. He was taking me seriously.

Maybe, for once, he wasn’t going to dish out the usual sermon about my history with women.

He cocked his head to the side, “Do what?”

“Pretend.”

“Pretend what?”

“That I don’t care about her. That she’s just someone I know when we’re around other people. I should have never agreed to not seeing her when I wanted her from the start. Fuck, Reuben. My mom is going to be here tomorrow night. I’ve told her about Dana.”

“You told your mom?” That sent him back in his seat. He shook his head like he’d been smacked.

“Yes. That’s what I’m saying.” I took a drink and got what I wanted to say in order so he’d understand. “Hey, maybe you were right after all, and I needed to take more time getting to know women. I was too fucking picky in the past, but none of that matters now. It’s killing me to not tell her how I feel about her, and I’ll be damned if I have to spend the whole goddamned weekend trying to pretend I don’t want her as badly as I do.”

Patiently he listened, and his eyebrows rose, as if he thought I’d had more to say, but he finally countered. “And how do you feel about her?”

“That’s my point. She should be the first to hear this. I shouldn’t even be discussing any of this—with anyone—before I’ve discussed it with her. That’s the position I put myself in when I agreed to not pursue her until after your wedding, and it was a huge mistake.”

“And…”

I stretched my neck and looked at the orange and purple sky. The colors of the fading sun reminded me of her hair and my favorite pants on her ass.

She was mine.

“And fuck it,” I surrendered. “I need her. And if she wants me too, nobody’s going to stop us. I’ve been spending the last month or so getting to know her—really know her—and instead of letting her know what she’s meant to me, I’ve been waiting. And it was the stupidest fucking thing I’ve ever done.”

He tossed the last of his drink in his mouth. The cubes clinked against the glass when he set it down, wiping hand over his face. The tension in his shoulders fell slack. “Do you know how she feels?”

“Huh.” I could only imagine. “Probably like I’ve been stringing her along. Because I have, waiting for this wedding to be over.”

“Do what you have to do.” He stood and pulled his wallet from the pocket of his sports coat. “I know you’re a good guy. Fuck, you’re one of my best friends. My best man. You’re family. If you’re serious about her, Cord. Go for it. That was the whole damn point.”

“What?”

He blinked and looked over my head, scrambling for words. “Oh. I don’t know. It’s like—when you love a woman, you’ll fight with a friend if it came down to her happiness. That’s all I was doing. Don’t you get it? It’s my job to make sure Becca has the wedding she’s always dreamed of. No glitches. No foul-ups. No problems. I want the best for her. If you care about Dana—like that—then I’m sure you understand. That’s it. She’s the most important thing. You’d fight for her, and—for the record—you just did.”

Fuck if that didn’t make perfect sense. For the fucking record.

He looked at his watch and said, “Now finish your damn beer on the way down. I’m not going to start this weekend by showing up late.”

I threw cash down next to his and grabbed the bottle. Picking my phone up from the bar top, I saw the time. He was serious about giving Becca the best because there was still twenty minutes before we were supposed to be in the ballroom for the practice run.

We’d be extra early because he gave a fuck.

Yet, out of nowhere, that made perfect sense too.
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The guys and I stood at the front with Reuben as the ladies filed down the decorated path between the empty chairs in one of the ballrooms they’d rented for the weekend. It was decorated to the nines, and aside from most of the seats being empty, and the clothes we were wearing, it felt like the real thing.

I won’t bore you with how fucking incredible she looked. With how I wanted to throw her over my shoulder and pack her off to the nearest private room. How I let the thought of her walking down the aisle to me, at a wedding of our own one day, flash through my mind. Consider yourself spared and your time saved because I could have gone on and on.

As Dana rounded the corner to stand in her spot, I was gifted with the perfect view of her ass in a body-hugging pale yellow dress. She wore her hair in a thick braid that started over her right shoulder but hung over the left. It reminded me of our motorcycle ride, and I spend most of the rehearsal replaying some of the best times of my life.

Thinking back, how had those few short weeks managed to seem like such a long time? Like we’d known each other longer than just since some stupid day a month ago when I’d asked her for just the tip. I’d been such a Grade-A fuck-up that I couldn’t believe she ever spoke to me again after that.

Still, in that short amount of time, we’d made memories. Some so good, I barely believed I’d been that lucky.

At the end of the rehearsal, the officiant said, “This is where I’ll pronounce you husband and wife, and then you’ll kiss your bride.”

Reuben asked, “Like this?” before he made a huge show of dipping Becca, to the applause and laughter of the handful family and friends who were present.

That was when her eyes finally met mine, and we shared a second that was promising. We’d been disconnected for the past several days, but the genuine happiness in her blue eyes spurred me on.

I tipped my chin at her and gave her the look—the one she’d always responded to.

Then she laughed outright. I wanted to make her laugh like that all the time. Her happiness was crucial to mine.

We filed out of the decorated room. She walked with Nolan behind Jyl and me. Everyone stopping in the main hall to await further instruction, but there’d be time before the dinner, and I hoped I could steal Dana away for a few minutes to talk first.

Funny thing was, I wasn’t nervous about it. It was freeing, the idea of getting everything straight, getting everything out in the open. It was within reach.

Being about a head above everyone else, I looked around for her. I scanned for red. My ears preened to her voice. I inhaled hoping to catch her sweet flowery scent.

She wasn’t there.

Surely, she hadn’t gone far. It was her best friend’s wedding too. She wouldn’t leave, even if she was trying to avoid me.

Was she really avoiding me?

“That was good,” Becca said over the voices around us chatting. “Now we’d like to invite all of you to dinner. We’ve reserved the room to the left of the bar in the restaurant here at the hotel. They should have appetizers and things out for us already.” She beamed up at her fiancé. “I think that’s it. Have some cocktails and mingle around. They’ll take dinner orders around eight. There’s no seating arrangement or anything like that. Just have fun and help us celebrate.” She hopped a little in his arms, and he pulled her closer. “We’re getting married tomorrow.”

Reuben kissed her on the temple and said something into her ear. Then, with a hand on her back, he steered her down the hall to the restaurant.

Lucky fuckers. They were already there.

I hoped that was it. Maybe Dana had gone down the hall ahead of us.

I walked with the crowd, Trevor and Mia in front of me. He laced their fingers together, then lifted them to his mouth and gave them a kiss.

That was my move.

More lucky fuckers.

Inside the private party room, there was a large well with ice and beer of all kinds, a table with hot wings and different finger foods, and a sign on the bar that read: Please enjoy. Tonight’s meal and drinks are courtesy of our wonderful families and us.

I pulled an icy Boulevard Wheat from the trough, opened it, and then went looking for Nolan. They’d been paired to walk out of the ceremony together, and I’d heard her laugh at something he’d said when they linked arms behind me.

I spotted him, loading a plate with food, so I stole a bacon wrapped shrimp from his plate. “Hey fuckbreath, have you seen Dana?”

He slapped my hand away from his dish and scanned the room. “Why? Is Becca looking for her?”

“No. I’m looking for her.”

His face said it all as his head tipped back, eyes on the ceiling. “That didn’t take long.”

“It took too fucking long. Where’d she go?”

He grabbed the next pair of tongs and continued loading up. “I don’t know. After the thing, she grabbed her purse and went out the exit on the other side of the room. Haven’t seen her since.”

Shit.

As I tried to figure out what I was going to do, I wandered around and made small talk, but I wasn’t into it. I couldn’t have cared less about Reuben’s mom’s new Jetta. I didn’t give a single fuck about meeting Matt, Jodi’s husband. He kind of seemed like a dick to be quite honest. I watched as he held two bottles of beer, and then passed Jodi the empty one to throw away for him. No please. No thank you.

Who knows? Maybe I just wasn’t in the mood to socialize. I was preoccupied.

All I wanted was to talk to Dana, and, after a few drinks, I headed to the lobby.

The woman working the desk was young, and she smiled warmly at me as I got closer.

“Good evening, is there something I can do for you?” she recited and lifted her over-plucked eyebrow. Hospitality and flirting looked rather similar.

“There is. I’m with the wedding party.” I turned on the charm, and grinned back at her, hoping to get what I wanted, and that she couldn’t tell how fake I was being. “I’m the best man, actually. And I need some assistance.”

She leaned forward. “That’s what I’m here for. What can I do?”

Casandra, according to her name tag, was definitely flirting.

“One of the bridesmaids needs help carrying a few gifts down, but I forgot what room they said she was in. Can you look that up for me?”

She started typing, and her eyes bounced back and forth from the screen to me.

I rapped my fingers across the marble and told Casandra, “Rogers is her last name. She’d be in the event block of rooms. Dana Rogers?”

“I see it right here,” she said, but paused before giving me the information I wanted. Long enough for me to pick out superficial, and completely insignificant, flaws that I’d always noticed with women before the feisty red head stole all my attention.

Unintentionally, I began comparing them.

She didn’t have Dana’s perfect lips—no one did. Casandra had goop at the corner of her mouth and wore way too much make-up, which Dana never needed. Her hair looked kind of crunchy, pulled back into the tight bun she wore. Dana’s long waves always seemed so silky and touchable.

I could have done it all night. There were thousands of things I admired about Dana, things I’d never find in anyone else, ever again.

“So, can you give me the room number? I simply don’t want to interrupt the bride and groom.” I looked at my watch. They’d be taking food orders shortly.

“Room 707,” she said, but didn’t seem too deterred. She ran a hand over her neck and blinked slowly. “And that’s a very nice tie.”

I looked down and flattened my hand along the narrow, black fabric. I was about to say thanks and hightail it out of there when she asked, “Will you need a key?”

Whoa.

My first instinct was to say yes, but I could use all the karma I could get, and asking for her room number was already causing enough guilt.

“No,” I answered. “Thank—

“—what are you doing later?” she interrupted and bit her lip, but it wasn’t sexy. Casandra leaned over the counter as much as she could.

“I’m with someone.”

The sound of heels clicking behind me, followed by a familiar flower in the air, jolted me. I turned, and her eyes were turned down as she briskly walked through the lobby, loaded down with gift bags.

I hopped into step with her.

“Hey, give me some of those. Let me help.”

“Thanks, but I can manage,” she said, short of breath. When we rounded the doorway to the restaurant, she looked up at me and gave me one of her fake smiles—like the ones she’d given me when we first met.

I trailed her into the separate room where our party was, but in seconds, Becca was on her. Hugging and kissing her as she set the bags down on an empty table. The two started sorting them.

I’d have to wait again. It was totally killing me.

The wait staff emerged, and the crowd found seats at the handful of tables set up for us in the private room. I found an open spot, three empty seats, hoping she’d come sit by me, but I didn’t expect her to. The two seats on my right went to Trevor and Mia, and Dana sat beside Becca at a completely different table, in a chair that didn’t even offer me a view.

The food looked delicious, but I didn’t taste much. The beer was cold but didn’t do the trick to make me relax.

Becca and Reub made toasts and thanked all of us for being a part of their wedding, and then they passed out gifts. The guys got personalized cuff links and baseball tickets, I’m not sure what the bridesmaids got, but everyone seemed pleased.

Blah. Blah. Blah. Wedding shit.

Finally—fucking finally—people mingled again, and when Dana walked to the bar for another drink, I followed.

“Captain and Coke, please,” she requested.

Beside her, I lifted my bottle and allowed the server to get me another as well.

“Are you having a good time?” she asked and faced me, putting a barstool between us. Her voice was cool but friendly.

I didn’t know what the fuck to say because the answer was no, but that was rude.

“Yeah, they’ve thought of everything, I think.” I scratched the back of my neck, certain I was about to be awkward and blunt. “If you’ve got a minute, can we talk?”

She took a deep breath and fidgeted with her necklace. “Yeah, sure.” Her blue eyes scanned the room. “But I’ve got a lot to do, and you’re probably busy later. It’s not a good time.”

I wasn’t busy later, and Becca and Reuben would be sneaking out any minute. What could she possibly have to do?

“It’s important, Dana.”

She picked up her new drink and held it between her hands. When her eyes met mine again, she said, “Please, not tonight.”
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The time finally came when he was going to do the let-me-down-gently bit, but I couldn’t do it. I’d wanted him to end things, so I didn’t have to, but faced with it happening, I could barely handle it.

Every time I’d let myself look at him during the rehearsal, he smiled.

Every time I’d heard his voice, which seemed to have a hotline directly to my ears, my chest hurt.

Every time I thought back to seeing him flirt with the hotel worker in the front lobby, a painful eye-opener, I wanted to run away. Privately handle what I was feeling.

I had no control over him, no claim. Cord had every right to do whatever he wanted.

Except one thing.

I wasn’t going to let him crush me that night. I wasn’t ready yet.

I couldn’t hide the vulnerability in my voice. Honestly, I’d never heard myself sound like that, and he took pity on me at the bar.

“Well, let me help you then?” he offered. There wasn’t anything to help. I’d brought the gifts in and had the valet guys take the other boxes where they belonged into the ballroom.

“No, thank you. Actually, I’m about to go.”

Obviously frustrated, he scratched his head, looked at Becca and Reuben who were down the bar from us, and relented with a long sigh. “Okay.”

I was off the hook, and it only took me about three minutes to say goodnight to everyone else, grab my gift bag, and get the hell out of there. I rested my head against the wall of the elevator as I rode up to my floor, the dread felt heavy in my stomach.

My eyes burned and I thought I might cry, but I choked the emotion down. I hated that it was over, but I didn’t want to face it—not that night.

After kicking off my heels, and slipping into my slippers, I walked down the hall, peeking around corners like the Ginga Ninja I was, to fill up the ice bin and buy two more Cokes. It was only ten o’clock, but the Captain and I had a lot of things to sort out.

Namely, who was to blame for my stupid feelings about a guy who never was going to be mine? That was a short debate. It was all on me.

Rum put me in my place, and by midnight it had reminded me he was possibly with another woman. A sickening pill to swallow.

New Dana was a lame-ass pussy.

Not to mention lonely and pathetic.

Or gullible and foolish.

I didn’t cry though—even though it was right fucking there the whole time, stinging my nose and making my throat tight. So, when there was a knock on my door, at least I didn’t have to worry about smeared raccoon eyes. Hell, I was still in my strapless bra and underwear, sitting there in the dark looking out the window.

It was him, and I knew it before I even got off the chair. He was what I needed even if it would only make it harder.

If I let him in, I could have him one last time.

As I walked to the door, the Captain brought up a good point: It might be the last time you ever feel like this, ever want someone like this. Ever have them. Period.

One of his stupid Bon Jovi songs rang in my ears. I was going down in a blaze, but there wasn’t anything glorious about it.

I didn’t bother throwing a robe on or turning on the light before I opened the door.

He stood in the bright hallway. No jacket. His dress shirt untucked and loosely buttoned. His blonde hair mussed.

“I’m sorry it’s late, but you have to know, Dana. Things have changed.”

I hadn’t needed to hear it, and I knew what he meant. What was happening, and didn’t wait for him to say anything else before I threw myself into his arms where he caught me and met my mouth with the same intensity as I gave his.

I cherished the flavor of his kiss. The warm lick of his tongue against mine. The audible gasp we shared when our air ran out.

Our chemistry had always been stunning. Shocking how, physically, we were always on the same page. Emotionally, though we said the same things, we spoke a different language.

He was still playing the game I’d forfeited.

I’d known better. The whole fucking time it was going to happen, but I couldn’t have stopped even if I’d wanted to. That was how strong of a pull he had on me from day one.

But, now, it was the last last time.

“Fuck me like you mean it,” I said into his mouth.

If he had to pretend, I didn’t care anymore. It was what I needed, and I wasn’t holding back. I lived in that moment and intended on keeping it forever.

As he walked me back into the room, I slapped the door shut behind him. My feet didn’t look for the ground, how much further could I really fall anyway?

A thump of his kicked-off shoes. A low rumble in his chest when I bit his lip.

He set me down on the floor at the foot of the bed and bent to kiss below my ear as he threaded the leather out of the loops on his belt. After I pulled my underwear off and threw my bra somewhere, I worked on his shirt.

“I’ve wanted you, Dana. So fucking bad.” Then he tore both of his shirts over his head.

I moaned from his words. The way he talked to me during sex always stripped me bare of my modesty. My fingers rubbed over his stomach, and my mouth kissed the center of his chest. His skin was fevered, and I nearly rubbed my cheek against him, but my lips wouldn’t allow it.

His massive hands seized my ass, hoisting me up his body. Dominantly, with me in his arms, he climbed on the bed while holding me.

Nothing would ever make me feel that way. How, when he used his strength like that, it gave me security I’d never experienced before—false as it may have been.

I straddled his waist in the center of the mattress where he sat back on his knees, embracing me with one arm. With his mouth on mine, he tossed and rearranged pillows behind me. Then, when he was satisfied, he lowered my back onto them.

His erection pressed between us, and I relaxed into the soft pile he’d gathered for me. In tandem, his hands spread wide, gripping me rib to rib, ran up my sides. Over my breasts. Over my shoulders. Down my arms. They lifted my fingers to his mouth.

The rum and the moonlight almost made me weep.

“I’ll give you whatever you want, baby,” he lied. If his fingers were crossed, I couldn’t tell.

I want you I confessed in my head.

“Just touch me.” It was all I could ask for. It was as much as I would get.

His lover’s touch at my center ripped my first orgasm from my body with bantam effort. My hips rocked, searching for the rest of him.

I didn’t want to come down. I wanted to overdose on him in my hotel bed and fall asleep with the feeling he left between my legs.

I wanted more. Wanted all of it.

He guided himself inside, yanked the pillows out from under me, and we fell into the mattress holding on for dear life. His weight against me and his breath in my hair, my head fell to the side as a plane flew through the night sky outside my window.

And just like that, planes were added to the long list of things that may forever remind me of him.

His hand turned my cheek back to gaze. “Blue eyes on me.”

Then I panted, as he pushed deeper, and linked my legs behind his back. I watched and prayed I’d forget, the pull of his brow, the stretch of tendons in his neck, and the almost black hunger in his eyes. The feeling of him pressing and driving into me.

If it was the first time, it was also the last. It was the best and the worst, all the same.

He hovered above me, squeezed my left hip in his massive grip, and said, “God, I’m going to come.”

Then I panicked.

This isn’t enough.

“No. Shhh,” I whispered and cupped his cheeks. “Slow down. Please. I don’t want it to be done. Please, Cord. Please.”

“Hey, baby. Hey.” His pace yielded, and I did my best not to move. “Okay.”

I careened my neck, reaching for his mouth. “Let’s just go slow.”

Then we did.

Slow and hard.

Slow and deep.

Slowly, I felt my heart tearing.

But, as the minutes turned to hours, he took his time. Even when I came, quietly attempting to hide it, he’d held my hand and nearly come to a complete stop as bliss washed through me, time and again.

On our sides, his front to my back, somewhere between my dreams and reality, he eventually said my name, and then I fell asleep.
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When I woke up to my phone blaring, I thanked God that I’d set the alarm I hadn’t thought I’d needed. I was the only one in my bed, but I could still smell him in the sheets.

For a while, I smiled and thought of Cord and the night before. As much as I’d expected to feel sad and utterly heartbroken, thankfully in my sleepy daze, neither of those emotions had caught up with me yet.

Then the alarm went off again, and I noticed a new message.

CORD: I had to go, but I’ll see you later. We still need to talk.

Why?

Couldn’t we just let it end like that? Did there really have to be a verbal end to what we’d kind of had? Could I even bare it?

It was nine in the morning, and I had to get up and around. Knowing there’d be food and everything in Becca’s suite, and that we were all getting ready there at ten, I took a long, hot shower, and made my way to her room.

Damp hair, purple sweats, white button up shirt, and flip-flops, I carried my stuff through her door.

“Good morning,” Jodi said from the small dining table where she ate by the window.

“Good morning,” I replied, and then stepped out of the way so Jyl could come in the door behind me.

“Dana, is that you?” I heard from somewhere in the suite.

I shouted in return, “Yeah.”

“Come back here. I’m in the bathroom,” Becca hollered.

I hung my dress on a cabinet handle, threw the rest of my stuff in a pile on the sofa, and then knocked on the closed door.

She answered, “Get the fuck in here.”

“Is someone freaking out?” I laughed as I came in and shut the door behind me.

She was sitting cross-legged on the counter with a pair of tweezers in her hand.

“Only because someone’s best friend didn’t tell someone that she was dating someone’s fiancé’s best man.”

Shit.

I plopped down on the toilet lid.

“What?”

It was always possible they’d find out, but I never had any intention of telling. Now, I looked like an asshole—and a fool. I’d earned both.

“Don’t you what me, hooker. Cord told Reuben that you’ve been seeing each other.”

Fuck. Shit.

“It’s not serious.” I huffed and picked at a hangnail. She stared at me in the mirror, and her eyes felt like lasers. “I mean, look at him. It’s me.”

Had I really changed at all?

Wasn’t this exactly where I was before him?

She turned, tan legs dangling off the edge of the long vanity, and pointed her tweezers at me. “Does he know that?”

“Of course he does.”

What else does a man like him want to talk to a girl like me about? He’d even told me how he’d do it. Literally told me, to my face, how he broke up with girls one perfect Sunday over barbecue and beer.

“Don’t worry about it. It’s no big deal.”

“Bitch, you can’t lie to a bride on her wedding day.”

Was that an actual thing? It kind of sounded legit.

“I’m not lying, but I am starving. So, do whatever it is you’re doing in here, and then come out and boss us around like a normal bride. And don’t over pluck your eyebrows or you’re going to be pissed.” I stood up and grabbed the pinchers out of her hand like a good friend would do. “Seriously. They look perfect, and you’re going to fuck them up.”

I marched out, preaching. “Stop while you’re ahead.”

Too bad I couldn’t have followed my own advice.




[image: ]

[image: ]

 

 

[image: ]

 

Wedding days for dudes are sort of weird. There’s not much to do.

Where women spend the day getting dressed and whatever else, men tend to meander around looking for shit to stay busy until about an hour before things get started.

That morning, the guys in Reuben’s flock, played basketball at the Y. We ran, talked shit, and sweated our asses off.

I was tired from the night before since we’d been up late, but even after that, I hadn’t slept much. I dozed for a while, but then she stirred, and I almost woke her up so I could talk to her.

That wouldn’t have been fair though. The taste of rum on her lips was evidence she’d drank more after she left the rehearsal. I wanted to tell her how I felt when we were sober, and neither of us were.

After her hasty exit, I did three shots of Patron with Nolan and then took a six pack with me up to my room. I’d drank all of them and went to the seventh floor.

I’d just wanted to be with her, and I didn’t regret going, but I’d feel much better when everything was out in the open. There was a weight on my shoulders.

But, as we shot hoops, not one of my three friends badgered me about it, which was good, but strange because all of them kind of knew something was going on. In one way or another, I’d talked to Trevor, Nolan, and Reuben about Dana. But, that morning, the conversation stayed light as we played.

After a long lunch, a few blocks from the hotel, we made our way back to clean up and throw on our tuxes.

Then time began to crawl. I watched part of the Royals home game after I was dressed, but even that was moving slower than normal. I checked my phone, there was still twenty minutes until I needed to head down, and still no reply from Dana.

I was on edge, and when I couldn’t bear to sit in that fucking room another minute, I headed to the room where the groom’s men were supposed to gather. We were meeting early to do some pictures with a photographer before the ceremony, then things would get moving.

The word on the street was that the ladies had drunk mimosas all morning, according to Becca’s dad. But Reuben wasn’t drinking, so none of us guys did either. He seemed like a cool customer, but I noticed him doing this eyes-closed, deep-breath thing every few minutes.

Finally, when most of the guests were seated, we followed him out to the front of the ballroom where they’d exchange their vows.

My mom was already crying by the time the couples’ parents were seated. Craig handed her a tissue, and she leaned her head on his shoulder.

Dana was radiant in silver coming up the aisle. She smiled at the people she passed, and then took her place like the night before.

Vows were vowed, and promises were made.

Then, before long, Reuben and Becca were walking out of the room hand in hand. I took a step back and let Nolan go before me, which messed up the order, but I didn’t really give a shit.

I only wanted Dana on my arm.

She shook her head at me, but smiled and wrapped her fingers around my bicep. The height thing didn’t work in our favor, but her stilettos helped.

“What are you doing?” she teased as we filed out of the room to music and clapping.

I covered her hand with mine where it hung onto the sleeve of my tux. “Nothing. I just don’t want you slipping out on me again.”

“I didn’t slip out on you. I had to run to Becca’s last night.” That was an excuse.

“You’re avoiding me,” I deadpanned.

She didn’t deny it.

We took our spot in the precession line outside the doors. People we knew began filing out, but, to keep the line moving, it was a quick hug or handshake, and then on to the next.

Between pleasantries with passers-by, I leaned to my side and asked her, “What are you doing between photos and the reception?”

“It’s so nice to see you,” she said to someone and then turned her head to answer me. “All of my family’s here. I’m sure I’ll be with them.”

As the words left her mouth, I heard my mom blubbering as she hugged Reuben and his new wife. If my mother had anything to say about it, I’d be spending the next few hours with her, too.

“There’s my handsome baby boy,” Mom said, holding her arms out wide to embrace me.

“Hi, Mom.”

Craig gave me a sympathetic look over her shoulder. She’d always claimed she loved weddings, but it never looked like it. Clutching a handkerchief, she tried to collect herself. She was crazy, but she was my mother, and I loved her—crazy or not.

She whispered against my cheek, “Which one is she?” It hadn’t taken her long to enquire, but I hadn’t really expected it to.

“Red hair.”

Our embrace shifted so she could get a better look. “Oh, honey. She’s beautiful.”

“I know.”

She released me and pivoted, holding a hand out to Dana. “You must be Dana. I’m Julie Logsdon, and this is my husband, Craig. We’re Cordell’s family.”

Cordell? Really, Mom.

Craig just waved from behind her. He already had a cigar in his hand, and he patted the breast of his jacket, letting me know he’d brought one for me too. He was a good dude.

“It’s nice to meet you,” Dana said with her hand in my mom’s. “I see where he gets that wonderful smile.” My mother was tall, not as tall as me, but she easily had inches on Dana.

Mom shot me a blessing in her expression. Her eyes said everything the moment wouldn’t allow. Mostly, she’s perfect so don’t fuck it up.

“Well, we better keep the line moving. Cord, honey, we’ll be at the bar. Come find us when you’re done. Okay? I haven’t seen you in weeks. It was lovely to meet you, Dana. You’re stunning in that dress.” She cupped a hand around her mouth and added, “You’d make a beautiful bride yourself.”

“That’s enough. Move it along,” I touted and pushed her down the line where she nearly hugged the life out of poor Trevor.

I never noticed if Dana’s mother went down the line, but it was undeniable who her father was. Same jewel-quality blue eyes and red hair—albeit half of it had faded to white around the sides. He didn’t linger, but, when he hugged her, I heard her say back to him, “I love you too.”

Just being near when she said those words warmed my chest.

I wondered, if I told her I loved her, would she say it back to me?

I wasn’t sure, but it was worth the risk.
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Just like she had the night before, she kept herself busy—and away from me—by being the consummate attendant. By Becca’s side through nearly every picture, straightening her dress, fixing a lock of her hair, and holding things for the couple as they were courted around the hotel grounds.

The photographer had help from the hotel to hold up traffic for a brief few minutes so the couple could get a picture of the entire wedding party on the downtown street, which I thought was cool.

“Can you help me get this dress off?” Becca asked Dana when the last photo was shot, and I knew I wasn’t going to get the opportunity to talk to her. Yet again.

“Sure. I’ll go up with you,” Dana replied. “I need to change these shoes anyway.”

As she passed me, I touched her arm.

She stopped, looked over her shoulder where her friend waited, took a deep breath, and then her eyes cast down. “I’m sorry. I’ll see you in a little while.”

I’d wait if I had to, but I couldn’t resist the pink of her lips any longer, the impulse to kiss her was just too strong. I leaned over and paired our mouths, taking her by surprise, and she froze. My thumb rubbed the warm skin where my hand was below the elbow.

“Okay. Later then.”

After that, I let her go. Becca stood at the entrance of the hotel watching beside Reuben and Nolan. None of them had expected me to do that, and it was written all over their faces.

I was glad they saw. Proud I’d finally stepped up and owned it.

From the very beginning, I’d made a huge mistake by not letting everyone, including her, see how I felt about her every chance I got.

Dana’s eyes fluttered open, and she slowly walked away.

Get used to it, baby.

I spent an hour or so visiting with Mom and Craig on the rooftop bar. I considered it might be a nice spot to bring Dana if we needed a place to get away where it was quieter. Later.

I wasn’t much of a cigar smoker, but Craig enjoyed them regularly. So sometimes when I drove over to visit them, and after a good steak, I’d have one. Mostly, I liked the smell of the spiced tobacco burning, but the taste and feeling did little for me.

My mom with her double glass of wine, Craig with his bourbon, and me with a beer, we sat in the late afternoon sun.

When I saw a familiar face head our way, I got kind of nervous but straightened and stood when it was clear he was going to join us. A thin cigar in his hand, too.

I stood when he and his girlfriend got to my chair.

“You’re with the wedding party, too, right? Cord?” he asked wearing a genuine smile.

I shook his hand, “Yes, Cord Taylor. This is my mother Julia and step-father Craig. You’re Dana’s dad?”

He shined. “Yep, that’s my girl. I’m Denny Rogers, and this is Angela. It’s good to finally meet ya.” He motioned to my mother and Craig who were sitting opposite me on a rattan sofa. “Do you mind if we join you?”

“No. Please. There’s plenty of room,” Mom answered, and moved closer to her husband so the new arrivals to our group could get around them.

I wracked my brain for every possible bit of information Dana had told me about her dad.

Motorcycles.

Colby was close to Colorado.

God, what else?

When everyone was seated again. Mr. Rogers, who looked nothing like the one from my childhood, lit his cigar, and then blew out a long stream of vanilla smoke.

“Best man, right?”

I sat forward, my arms perched on the side of the chair. “Yes, sir. I hear you’re a Harley guy.”

Denny shared a smile with Angela. “We like to ride now and then.” He took a sip of his drink, which looked like soda. Then again, maybe he shared a love of rum with his daughter. “That’s right. Dana said you had a Wide Glide. A tall guy like you would need something big.”

“You have a motorcycle?” my mom fired from where she’d been intently watching us. “Why didn’t I know that?”

Dana’s dad smiled and sat back in the seat.

“I haven’t had it long, Mom,” I said hoping she’d accept my excuse.

She didn’t argue, probably because Dana’s dad was there, but she gave me the Mom Look, and I knew I’d be getting an ass chewing the second she had a chance.

“The girls had a great time at your lake house,” Denny said, possibly saving me. He had the same knowing glimmer in his eye that I’d seen in Dana’s when she was being a shit.

“I hope so. It’s empty most of the time. In fact, if you ever get down to the lake, you guys are welcome to use it whenever you like.”

Although, if things worked out the way I hoped, I’d take Dana every chance we got. The first few days we were there—alone—she’d seemed so relaxed. So happy and carefree. I wanted more times like that with her.

I did my best to keep up with the conversation, but something Denny had said stuck out to me. The part where she’d told him about me—with my real name, not some Joe persona. I found it interesting and very promising.

He puffed on his cigar while mine died in the ashtray. I sat listening to the four of them talk and laugh. They easily got along. The number of times when I’d met a woman’s family were close to nil, and there had never been a time when my family met theirs.

It was surreal, sitting with them as they talked to each other about trips they’d taken and places they wanted to go. It was a damn shame Dana wasn’t there because I think she would have liked it too.

After my mother told them the story of how I bought the house I lived in for her, it felt like a good time to leave. My mom loved to brag about me, and finally, it might come in handy, but it was too weird hanging around to listen.

“I’m sure I’m supposed to be doing something groomsman-ly. I’ll see you all downstairs.” I excused myself and found many people were already mingling at the reception, even though the happy hour portion was only just beginning.

Dana stood next the bar at the far end of the room facing away from me, and toward the musicians and the empty dance floor. Her head moved like she was having a conversation with someone, and when I got closer, I saw who.

And nearly fucking died.
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“That’s him,” her nasally voice said. Her purse was the size of a large diaper bag, and I wanted to dig through it to see what things she needed so badly that she had to carry them around with her at all times, like a damn gypsy.

I’d found some balls and came down early, hoping to get whatever awkward thing had to be done with Cord out of the way, before the party really got started. Plus, after the long day and with my nerves being shot, I needed a damn cocktail.

I’d seen him flirt with the hotel chick the night before. I’d gotten the message, loud and clear, that he wanted to talk and make sure I knew things were—how do they say—going too fast for him? Or he just wasn’t into me that way? Or he wasn’t ready for a long-term relationship?

Whatever the excuse he planned on giving me, all I heard was, this was the end.

I hated the reality of it, but I wasn’t going to make it any more difficult for him or myself. I had to accept it—and rum would help.

Which led to how I was talking to this Bridget chick who worked with Reuben.

“Where?” I crooked my neck to get a look at the guy she was hung up on, who she knew was going to be there.

“The tall one,” she whispered and started looking through her gigantic bag. “We dated a while. Then he told me he was looking for something else, but he’s so damn good in bed that I don’t even care anymore. I’m going to hook up with him anyway.”

Then I saw him, and fuck if the truth didn’t hurt. The tallest man in the room was good in bed, and I was one of them now. One of the sad women who knew what it was like to be with him.

And, shitty as it was, I’d soon know what it was like to be without him too.

Before I knew it, she’d spun me away, her arm slung over my shoulder, and she sang, “Let’s get a selfie.”

I attempted a smile, but I’m sure I looked as ambushed as I felt, and then she didn’t even let me see the pictures. As fast as the photo shoot began, it ended.

“That’s a good one. The wedding program said Dana Rogers. That’s you, right? Yeah, that’s your face. I just sent you a friend request. I’ll post these pictures later and tag you.”

I took a sip of my drink and knew, for a fact, I didn’t want to be the next Bridget.

No one wanted to be a fucking Bridget. She was a mess. Plus, adding insult to injury, she had lipstick on her teeth.

What she had working for her was her new attitude toward Cord. Get in and get out. It had certainly worked for me. I’d practically thrown myself at him, and it wasn’t until I’d caught those stupid feelings when things started getting off track.

And now that’s where I was derailed.

I leaned around her so I could glance down the line of people. My best chance of coming out of it—with any kind of friendship with Cord—was to meet him head on. Beat him to the punch.

When I found him again, he was talking, and the next thing I knew Bridget had excused herself to say hello to our tall, mutual friend.

I fucking hated the heavy, sludgy feeling in my stomach from seeing her playfully shove him. Seeing her touch him. Knowing her intentions.

Wondering if she’d get what she wanted.

Dana, you knew better.

I should have quit too-hot men cold turkey because there’d be no way around the crazy withdraw I’d have from him. Ironically, it was that mentality that made Bridgets do such desperate things.

Right out of the playboy handbook, Cord basically smiled and waved her off. Women like her, like the Old Dana, fed on rejection. His hard-but-not-too-hard-to-get game had worked on me too.

There I’d thought I was the one who had control of everything, that I was somehow going to preserve my feelings, and I fell right into the trap anyway.

When I came back from checking myself over in the ladies’ room—mostly I’d been paranoid about lipstick on my teeth—he was nowhere to be found. My chest burned, and I feared I’d have some time to get used to the sensation.

There was no head table, to speak of. Becca and Reuben shared a smaller table off to one side, and everyone else was left to sit wherever they pleased. Straight away, I found Mom and Ted at a table, and it was kind of strange having my whole family there, except little Max. Even Dad and Angela were sitting with us.

The party buzzed with voices and laughter, and while everyone chatted, the happy couple made their way around the room accepting well wishes and the best of everyone’s luck.

They were happy. Truly happy.

The feeling of Cords lips was still tingling on mine from his surprise kiss after the photographs were taken. I prayed that the feeling would soon go away, and maybe after some time, some soul searching, I’d find what they had.

What I feared most was: I’d be faking it because there was little chance I’d ever find someone who made me feel like I had when I was with him. In his arms. His company.

His arresting brown eyes.

With the thought of them, I met his gaze from a few tables away. He was talking, but when we connected over people’s heads and around guests walking between us, he stopped.

They say looks can kill, but at that moment, I wondered if they could confess. Or explain. Or just tell the truth.

After a few seconds, and just before my view blurred from gaping, Trevor followed Cord’s focus to me. Then, as if he’d interrupted us, Trevor looked away, and it felt like he was giving us privacy. Strange, how in the midst of all the chaos, we were separate, yet very together in that one look.

Cord’s half smile was enough to fill his warm eyes, then he gestured to his table with his head, and I glanced down. His hand sat in a fist atop the white linen, and then his thumb sprung up.

Who knew a little thumb could cause such a bruise from all the way across the room, but I felt the pressure of it nearly slow my heart to a dead stop.

I made an okay sign because it felt like the right thing to do, and I could’ve used a little right just then. Everything else felt so wrong.

He stared, but I did too. Until my eyes stung, and then I pretended to clear my throat and got a drink when my bottom lip started to quake.

My mother had been saying my name, so finally I pretended to pay attention to her.

Why was it so hard?

How had I let myself get that far?

Who knew my last hoorah would be the most painful one of all? Out with a bang. A kill shot with his fucking name on it.

Becca and Reuben finished cutting their cake, and after they thanked everyone for coming, they passed a mic to Jyl who kept her maid of honor speech short and sweet.

I guessed a second microphone was given to Cord, because as the applause from Jyl’s perfectly lovely words came to an end, his deep, ever-familiar voice boomed through the speakers, and I sat up straighter.

“Whoa. Sorry. That was loud,” he jested after pulling the mic away from his mouth.

Despite feeling like my insides were in knots, the sound of him talking soothed me.

He continued, “I know many of you in the room, but for those who I haven’t met, I’m Cord Taylor. Reuben and I—and Nolan over there—have been friends nearly all our lives. Then Reub and I were college roommates, and now we’re even business partners. I guess when you find the right people in your life, you keep them close, and then they become family. Becca, welcome to ours, and don’t let your husband always think he’s right—even though he usually is. Dammit.” He lifted his beer high into the air. “Here’s to Becca, the best thing—out of all the things—Reuben’s ever been right about. Congratulations.”

My mascara was in jeopardy, my nose stung.

“Wasn’t that sweet?” my mom asked clutching her heart. “Dana, you should date him.”

Lord, strike me dead.

“I think so, too,” my father added. He was the only person on God’s green Earth, and at our table, who I’d told about Cord.

“Shut up.” I pretended it was no big deal, and, by laughing, hid the crack in my voice. “Is Max with your folks, Matt?”

“Yeah. Two weekends in one month with no kid. It’s been nice.”

What a dick. That’s what I got for trying to switch the conversation.

Jodi looked down into her glass of wine. Either she had a higher tolerance for assholes than I did or she was over it.

With speeches out of the way, it was time for the stupid garter and bouquet toss, so I went to the bathroom—again—to freshen up. The traditional reception things would be done soon. Dread pleaded with me to keep avoiding him, and I even considered going to my room early.

But that wouldn’t have been fair to my friends. So I sucked it up, fixed my lip gloss, and scraped together as much maturity as I could find.

At the entrance into the reception, my dad met me and with his hand held out. “I think you need a dance with your old man.”

Could he see through my bullshit?

“Thanks for not throwing me under the bus back there at the table.” He easily could have said more than he did.

“No problem.” I wrapped my arm around his waist, and he led me to the dance floor where other couples had joined Becca and her father. My dad was an old-school dancer and held his arm at ninety degrees with my palm in his. When he shuffled, and I followed like I had my whole life. “Dana, I thought you liked him.”

I didn’t have to look him in the face, but I couldn’t cross my fingers.

“Dad, I do, but it’s not going to go anywhere. It was probably just a fling.” Saying it out loud sucked even more than just thinking it. My dad was just the first of many who’d now be asking about us.

Us. Ha!

“It didn’t sound like that on the phone. Is that why you’re not talking or sitting by each other? Did something happen?” My dad had always been practical about things like that, and it didn’t surprise me that he was curious. He’d been my go-to parent for relationship stuff. I always figured if I wanted to know about guys, asking one would be most beneficial.

He didn’t look at me while he asked his questions, but he was easy to confide in. The words were just hard to find and say.

“No. Nothing happened yet, but I’m waiting for it to any minute.”

He patted my back as he moved, it was a small gesture, but I needed any comfort I could get.

“I think I’m ready for something more than just casual, Dad.” I rested the side of my head on his shoulder. “I’m ready for the real thing. Something that will last.”

He gave my hand a squeeze and tightened his arm around me. “I’ve never heard you say that.”

“I never wanted it. I was fine just dating around, having fun.” My heart was racing, and I felt like I was going to crash into a wall or fly off a cliff. “Being single used to be liberating. You know? I felt free and independent. Now, it just feels lonely.”

He kissed my hair lovingly with a hum like he used to when I banged up knees. “Well, kiddo, when you give more you get more—I can tell you that. It’s always a risk, but, in the end, hopefully, it’ll be worth it.”

Why couldn’t it just be him?

“Excuse me, Denny. May I dance with Dana?”

I hadn’t realized Cord knew my dad’s name, but nonetheless, it was him.

This is it.

“Dana?” my father redirected the question to me.

“Yeah, it’s fine.” I took a deep breath and my dad released me. He cupped my cheeks. “I love you, and you’re the most beautiful girl here.” He pulled my head forward and kissed me between the eyes. I squeezed them tight and wished foolishly that I could rewind time.

Maybe for more of it.

Maybe I’d try harder to stay away.

Maybe I’d just to do it all over again.

“Cord, son, you watch out for her. You know the saying—though she may be small, she is mighty.” My dad took a step to the side, and Cord stepped in, looking down at me with a thoughtful smile.

Maybe he’d had fun too.

He didn’t seem to have a care in the world, and that kind of pissed me off.

Okay. It hurt.

“That she is,” Cord replied. He didn’t pull me close, but his large hands rested on my hips. I’d miss those damn hands.

Dana, you knew this was coming.

Get tough. Don’t let him know.

I must have been standing there a little too long without moving because Cord took it upon himself to lift my arms to his neck. He was so much taller, and they just barely reached around.

Normally, face to face, either he bent down, or I was up in his arms. We’d only sort of danced one time, outside of his cabin, but that was way more like vertical making out than choreography.

Either way, from then forward I’d probably hate dancing. And making out.

And anyone taller than me.

And whatever the fuck kind of cologne he was wearing.

Fuck all of it.

Frustrated, I grew madder by the second. I shifted feelings around, looking for relief, but they only felt more like anger.

“It’s been a crazy weekend. Did you miss me?” he asked.

Yes.

Get tougher.

“We just saw each other last night. That wasn’t enough?”

Then I swallowed bitter disappointment.
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Fuck, no, it wasn’t enough. I’d never get enough.

“I always want more.” More time. More everything.

The height difference was severe, but I wasn’t embarrassed. I loved the way we fit. Loved how strong I was with her in my arms. I tried to pull her closer, but she resisted, twisting in my hands.

“Can we just get this over with?” she said quietly to my chest.

“We don’t have to dance. My mom wants to meet you anyway.”

With my track record of terribly undisguisable erections and Dana, maybe dancing wasn’t a good idea. Especially, if it were anything like how we danced after the boat ride at the lake.

Holy. Fuck. That was hot.

My mind when back there, but I was snapped out of the memory when she replied.

“What? Your mom? No.”

I looked around the room for them. “Why? You’ll like her.” But pretending like nothing was wrong wasn’t working.

She let go of me and took a step back, out of my reach. “What is the point?”

Nolan was dancing with Mia a few feet away and looked at us. We were the only ones not moving in the middle of the dance floor.

I didn’t want to cause a scene.

“Come with me.” I needed somewhere better, somewhere I could explain myself without ears and eyes around us.

“Just say it. Then we can both get drunk and have a laugh about it. Really. It’s not that big of a deal.” She was breathing hard, and her chest shook a little as she spoke around the air going in and out of her lungs.

Shit. Who told her?

We spoke at the same time.

“I love you.”

“Cord, I know it’s over.”

Every time I’d pictured her reaction to those words, it had been different, but I’d never imagined the fury I found on her face. Her skin flushed, and she looked violent like she might swing at me.

Had she heard me right?

The music was loud, and I tried again, but slower and I moved my hands to punctuate every word.

“I have fallen in love with you.”

Remarkably, all the times I’d practiced in my head, I hadn’t prepared for an instance where I was damn near shouting it at her. I supposed that was what I deserved for being such a fucking idiot.

Blue flames flared in her eyes—glassy and wide. I’d never seen them like that. Her fists were balled at her sides.

“No.” She covered her mouth and marched out of the room, but I wasn’t letting her go without explaining how dumb I’d been.

Before I apologized.

She stormed out a side door that led to a patio where a group of smokers were laughing and lighting up.

“Dana,” I said calmly—I felt anything but.

She spun, finger pointed. “You can’t do that.”

It got quiet, so I stepped past her and waved to a seating area that was empty, and only a little more private.

“Can’t what? Can’t tell you I have feelings for you?”

“No. It’s not fair. You can’t play me like this; I won’t fall for it.” She was still pointing at me, and her hand was shaking. Her tone was scary, yet low.

Maybe I was guilty of withholding information, but I wasn’t playing her. I hadn’t played anyone. Ever. It wasn’t my style.

Could she really think I was giving her a load of bullshit?

“Are you serious?”

“Yes, you can save your all-of-the-sudden feelings.”

I had to admit, I was getting fired up too. “All of the sudden? Try since the day I met your crazy ass, Dana.” I ran my hands over my head, but the instinct to fight for her was making me wild.

Even if I had to fight with her, I was fighting.

“Oh, when you asked me if I wanted just the tip?” she fired back.

I’d forgotten that. What the fuck?

Heart racing, I attempted to keep my cool. My hand slowly cut the air in front of me as I defended, “You know that came out wrong.”

Her eyes fell shut. “Whatever. I can’t be with someone like you.”

Her dad was right. She was mighty, and her words swung into my gut. They nearly chopped me down.

“Someone like me? What kind of an asshole do you think I am? Someone like me.” I paced, having so much extra energy. Adrenaline rushed me, and my tie felt suffocating until I pulled it looser. “What? I’m the asshole?”

“Don’t put words in my mouth.”

“That’s what you think. Well, you eat popcorn in bed, and it’s fucking everywhere.” I could have kept that to myself, but I was reaching for an argument.

“Oh, fuck popcorn. You pat me on the head like a dog.”

“You’re literally the devil when you wake up.” Beautiful, yes. But she could be mean as hell until she had coffee.

Maybe she wasn’t that bad. I felt like taking it all back until she returned fire.

“You just like having a piece of ass who’s just a phone call away. We don’t want the same thing.”

“You’ve got to be joking. You have no fucking clue what I want. I’d be surprised if you even know what you want.”

“Face it. This was never going to work.” She sniffled, and I almost forgave her for saying the things she had, but some of them were true, and it was damn frustrating.

I walked to the edge of the area and held on to the rail.

“I’ve never felt like this with any other woman in my life, Dana. I know couples fight, but I hate this.”

“We’re not a couple.”

My head fell to the side to look at her while I spoke. “Bullshit. I’m not sure what you think has been going on, but we’ve been together. Well, I was with you anyway. I suppose you were with some womanizing dickhead. Which you’re totally fucking wrong about, but too stubborn to see.” There was one thing I had to get out before it was too late. I swallowed my pride and admitted my biggest mistake. “I should have told you a long time ago how much you mean to me.”

Her voice was softer, gentler. Weaker, maybe. “Yeah, I’m sure. I meant so much that you didn’t want anyone to know.”

“Neither did you,” I countered.

We were both to blame for that.

With her head tipped back, she blew a breath into the night sky. “I wish we could go back and act like this never happened.”

“Baby, I been doing that the whole time. Pretending like it wasn’t happening. I couldn’t even fool myself.”

“Oh well.” She cleared her throat and the emotion I’d heard only seconds before was all but gone. “You’ll find someone else. Some Bridget. Some hotel girl.”

She had everything all wrong, but I’d lost. Ironically, so.

“All of this because Reuben didn’t want us fighting at his wedding, and look at us. It happened anyway.”

“Well, you said it yourself, Cord. He’s always right.”

The sound of her shoes walking away got quieter, got further. So did the chances of me fixing what I’d done. It was too late. She thought I was a prick, and I felt like one, wanted to react like one, but I didn’t.

Instead, after a while, I went back to the party, but aside from the guests who were dancing and living it up, most of the people I cared about had checked out early. The happy couple parted after a few more slow songs, and Mom and Craig had a little drive to get across town.

Beyond that, I didn’t give a shit.

I didn’t even drink, though I sat at the end of the bar. And, after I watched her get refill after refill, barefoot and obviously hell-bent on getting drunk, I had to get out of there before I hauled her ass to bed myself.

But it wasn’t my place, and that made me furious.

It didn’t dull the feeling of wanting to make sure she was safe, wanting to know she got to her room all right. It didn’t stop me from wanting to go tell her I was sorry and that I’d do whatever I could to fix things. It didn’t erase the fact that she thought I was just like any other guy she’d let walk in and out of her life.

The only thing that would give me any peace was space.

Different rooms and floors in the hotel wasn’t enough.

Blocks wouldn’t do it.

So I drove one hundred and sixty miles to the lake that night, but I’ll be damned if I still felt the fucking need for her.
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That hangover and those blisters lasted weeks, and I never wanted to wear heels again. Captain Morgan and I had never disagreed more, but nothing came close to how much life, in general, sucked without Cord.

Yeah, you heard me. It just plain old fucking sucked.

Every day.

Every meal.

Every time I turned on the television.

Every shower.

Every time my phone chimed.

Every time I closed my eyes, and every single time I woke up alone after dreaming I was with him.

It all fucking sucked. And suckage like that was crippling.

I was still upset, but there was also this tremendous amount of guilt that just wouldn’t go away. It even overshadowed the anger I felt, so much that I didn’t know what I was mad about anymore. Guilt like I’d made the most fucked up of all the fuck ups in fuck up history.

At first, I chalked it up to throwing those girls in his face. I wasn’t sure about the hotel girl, but I was positive that Bridget chick posed no real threat to me, and I shouldn’t have said what I had. I’d never so much as noticed him look at another woman in all the times we were out together. In fact, he had a way of giving me so much of his attention, there were times it made me uncomfortable because I wasn’t used to it.

If he wasn’t just playing me, if he wasn’t all those things I’d said, why hadn’t he called that week?

But I’d been a bitch and didn’t call him either. I had guilt for that too.

It was a long ten days until Becca got home, but even when she got back she was in the honeymoon phase, and I didn’t feel like bringing her down. I was down enough for everyone. They called to check in, but I kept to myself.

My vacation time was coming up, and I’d tossed around the idea of going to Colby, but decided, after everything, a staycation sounded so much better.

I just had to make it through one last Friday, and then I’d be free. That day, filing was my great distraction, and doing it nearly put me in a trance until the knock at my door.

“Dana?” Coach Smith announced from my doorway. “You got a minute?”

I had all the stupid fucking minutes.

Which one do you want?

He looked nice, completely non-threatening. Safe. But being in a room with him felt like nothing. Even more nothing than I’d been used to before.

My bones could feel when Cord entered the room. My ears favored his warm, masculine timbre. The scent of him was as intoxicating as his taste.

Coach Smith did nothing for my heart, and my head was so fucking dumb that I wasn’t listening to her anymore anyway.

There I was with nothing and numb to the perfectly okay coach.

“Sure. I’m just getting some filing done before the weekend. What can I do for you?”

A few steps across the Berber carpet and he was taking a seat in the chair across from my desk. “Well, I’m just going to come out with it. I’ve asked you out a couple of times, but we never seem to make any plans. And if you’re not seeing someone, I’d like to know, specifically, what night I can take you out. If you’d like to go.”

Something struck me as I slipped the last sheet of paper into its appropriate M-marked manila folder. I’d always thought of Ryan Smith as a safe guy, yet there he was, laying it all out there. He was braver than I gave him credit for because I’d never even been daring enough to admit that kind of shit to myself—let alone ever say it to someone else.

The least I could do was respect his honesty and return it. “Ryan, I’m not good at any of this, and you’re actually really dodging a bullet with me. The honest-to-God truth is: I never went out with you because I was just so fucked up about stuff. About me. About men. About life. It’s all so stupid.”

“And now?”

“And now I’m just figuring all of that out. I was seeing someone recently, and I’m not over it yet. Not even close.” I sat back in my chair and pushed against my desk. “Woo.” I had to catch my breath. It was so much truth that I almost puked on what was left of my paperwork.

Then I laughed at how pitiful I was, and I laughed hard.

“Are you okay?” he asked me, the lunatic across from him.

“Not really.” Humility had me looking him in the face when I said it. “Basically, I’m flattered that you’re interested in taking me out, but I’m sorry I’m too much of a mess.” I caught myself there. I didn’t want it to sound like a maybe. “And when I get things figured out, I don’t think it’s going to change anything for you and me.”

I tipped my chin down and braced for his reply, not knowing what to expect.

He nodded, and then silently mouthed okay. “That’s cool. Actually, I appreciate you just saying it. I don’t want to bug you if you’re not interested.”

I guess it was like how Cord said. Just tell them the truth and move on.

Still, even though everything with Cord and I had gone south, I wasn’t ready to move on yet. Not by a long-shot. As pathetic and self-deprecating as it was, I had some wallowing in my own misery to do because I deserved it.

So, that’s exactly what I did.

My first totally free Friday, and the inaugural night of my vacation, was dedicated to bawling like a teenager in the bathtub, listening to sappy-ass eighties and nineties ballads.

A fine moment in my life, I assure you.

Naked. Refilling the hot water when it turned cold. Spilling a glass of white wine on my bathroom rug, then committing to full-on from-the-bottle-drinking when I couldn’t reach the runaway glass to refill it.

I also couldn’t reach my phone, which was acting as the designated deejay. It was also trying to kill me. The murder weapon? Rock icon Jon Bon fucking Jovi.

The song lyrics held new meaning. The cheesy motherfucker swore he’d be there for her, as well as a plethora of other promises. And, goddamned it, I wanted to believe him.

Even though I finally got out of the water, pruney feet and fingers in tow, it took me a day to dry up the emotions I nearly drowned in.

Jodi worked that Saturday, so I managed to drag my ass out of the house—in the name of coffee.

She was so happy to see me.

“You look like how I felt after childbirth. Are you sick? Stay away.”

I hadn’t worked out in days, although I had huge ambitions to renovate my treadmill, or at least clean it off. My hair was in a sloppy pony-bun thing. I was clean, but let’s be honest, I hadn’t washed much. I’d fallen into the habit of just getting in the tub because it was warm and my skin ached from missing his touch.

I looked like the saddest chapter of a goddamned Jane Austin book.

Oh, the longing.

Oh, the missing him.

Oh, the fuck of it all. Woe was me.

I pulled my ponywad tighter as I dodged an empty chair on the way to the counter.

“Can I just get a damn drink?” I pleaded.

“Did you just go to the gym or something?”

I looked down at myself. Frayed, loose fitting jean shorts. Comfy, off the shoulder t-shirt. Whoop, no bra. Fuck. One brown flip flop, one black. Chipped, hot pink toenail polish, which was altogether missing from three whole toes. Also missing was the shit I had to give.

“I’m on vacation,” I explained.

She stared at me having never seen me in that condition, but what did I have to hide? In fact, I gave the bitch a twirl. Then, I took off my sunglasses and put my regular ones on so I could read the fucking menu board.

She asked, “You have prescription sunglasses?”

“Nope,” I deadpanned. “I couldn’t see shit, but I walked here. So whatever. And since you’re probably wondering, this stain right here is chocolate syrup which I drank from the bottle.”

Her head fell forward.

Then I added, “Last night.”

She rolled her eyes and mumbled, “Gross. You really need coffee.”

With my hands in front of myself, I wiggled my fingers like tada. “That’s what I’m saying. Now let me figure out what I want.”

“Don’t be stupid. You get black French roast with cinnamon. Every time.”

“Wrong. I hate cinnamon. And I’m not even sure I want a coffee anymore. Just give me some tea shit.”

Trevor came up from the back with sleeves of cups and lids to restock the counter.

His face was the second clue of the day that I should have just stayed home and died.

It was after ten, but I’d just woken up.

To hell with it.

After all, I was the devil, fresh from my slumber.

Great, another thing he was right about. I was a morning bitch.

Everything was so melodramatic.

Trevor recovered quickly and contained his laugh by rocking his jaw to the side and biting his lip.

“Here you go. One large tea shit,” my step-sister sang as she passed me the cup with a string hanging over the side of it. “I’m going to take my break, Trevor.”

I passed her a five and left before I could even think about the fucking tip.

But—it should be noted—I hated tips, too.

What didn’t I hate? Including myself. And Cord—I hated him the most, but not really.

Ugh.

I was too lazy to walk to the private booth on the side where we usually went, and pretty much fell into a chair at the closest table.

“What in the hell is the matter with you?” Jodi twisted off the lid to some green sludge looking shake and then whooshed her finger around like a fairy’s wand while holding the cap. “I don’t know this Dana.”

I opened her muffin, which I decided we were sharing, and popped a piece into my mouth.

Yuck, blueberry. I scanned for memories of him and blueberry, but came up empty.

Blueberry, my favorite, starting right now.

“It’s the New Dana. The smarter Dana. The Dana who doesn’t give a damn. Vacation Dana.”

“Vacation Dana looks bad. When was the last time you cleaned your glasses?”

She yanked them off my head.

“I don’t fucking know.”

Using the hem of her apron, she began wiping them with the clean side. “They have splatters on them. What are the splatters? Dude, you’re a wreck. You better start spilling your guts and tell me what the hell is going on—before I call your dad.”

I flinched. “You wouldn’t.”

She nodded, totally confident. “Do not force my hand.”

I caught Trevor eavesdropping, but he looked away when I snidely asked him, “What?”

Why did I come here?

I hadn’t been thinking. That was why.

He had the good sense to keep himself busy after being busted, and since there wasn’t anyone else in there besides me, he continued making trips to the back room for supplies.

“Jodi, if I told you, you’d just tell me how dumb I am, and I already know that. So, let’s just skip to the part where you tell me this will pass in a few days, and I’ll get over it.”

I pinched off another piece of her crappy muffin, and she shoved the whole thing across the table to me.

“No. It’s not that easy. I never get to tell you that you’re the dumb one. So I demand to know why.”

The muffin was growing on me—and in danger of me really hating it—but to gain some time to gather my thoughts, I shoved the rest of it in my mouth, whole.

“Real mature.”

“I …” A piece flew out of my mouth and landed on the table. We both saw it.

Swiftly, she gave me a yielding hand. “First, swallow.”

Ugh.

I finished chewing, my head bobbed with each dry bite. After a sip of the tea shit, which was about three degrees cooler than the sun, I began again.

“I screwed up.”

“On your vacation?”

“No, before that.”

She was impatient with me, gesturing get-on-with-it with both hands. It was hostile.

“Stop yelling at me.”

“Dana, I only have thirty minutes. Hurry up.”

“Okay. I came into the coffee shop the day you stayed home with Max a few months ago. Remember? Then Becca and I Skyped you?”

“Yeah. Yeah.”

“You know how I am and the guys I used to date. Well, whatever it is you call whatever the hell it was that I was doing. We’ll call it dating.”

She put my glasses back on my face. “You were dating them.” I could almost feel her support. Almost.

“I met Cord here. He was hot. Jodi, he’s so hot.”

She gave me a sympathetic half-grimace, half-smile. “No shit. This isn’t news. Cord has always been hot.”

“But I’d never met him. Until that day, and it just happened to be right when I’d sworn off all the too-hot guys.” Speaking of—the tea shit was too hot, but the heat felt good on my hands, so I held it. “I couldn’t stop thinking about him—even though I knew better. Even after you guys gave me shit. Then I looked him up on Facebook. Then I went to his gym. Do you see a pattern yet?”

“You stalked him.”

“No. Not stalked.” I scratched my head, debating with myself, but I’d learned my lesson from not telling the whole truth. “Okay, Maybe I was stalking him a little.”

“So, then what?”

I looked behind me to get a visual on Trevor. He wasn’t around.

“Out of the blue, he messaged me first. Then we saw each other at the gym a few times, but nothing really happened.” I pushed my elbows across the table, my legs spread wide underneath it. I was as sprawled out as my damn feelings. “You invited me to game night, and then I found out the guys were going. And, at that point, I knew I couldn’t just leave him alone. I figured what would the harm be in one last hot guy before I settled for someone practical?” I pulled my hair a little, deserving the pain. “God, that sounds awful out loud. It was awful. And stupid.”

She lifted her ass, sat on her bent leg, and then rested her chin in her palm.

“So…”

“Then we made out and he …” I lowered my voice to a whisper. “…remember what I said about Joe? The hands? That was him. After that, it was all downhill. We had sex and kind of started hanging out. I decided I’d only let it last until the wedding. After that, I was going to give him up, like candy for lent, and be good. I planned to grow up and find a normal guy. Jodi, he’s so not normal.”

“What happened?”

I wrapped my arms around myself, feeling the cool air blow on me from the vent above the table.

“He had this thing where he didn’t want Reuben to find out, and I really didn’t want you guys telling me you told me so. Basically, we kept it on the down low. Then it all felt different.”

“But after you guys started spending time with each other, why didn’t you tell us then? If it was so different.”

“I didn’t believe it was really different. I kind of thought he was just good at the game. You know? I expected him to drop me at any second. I was living for the sexual moment. When I went to the cabin early, he was there.” I whispered again. “It was so fun and real, and then he wanted to know if I loved him.”

Her eyes bugged out, and she covered her mouth. “Really?”

“Really. That’s usually hot guy code for I’m out if you’ve got feelings. Which I never let myself do.”

“Except,” she led. The bitch knew where I was going.

“Except I did. Then I didn’t know what to do and avoided him, and we got into a huge fight at the wedding. I’m so ready to not play these stupid ass games anymore. I just want a relationship with someone I like. Like Becca and Reuben or you and Matt.”

“Matt and I are not a good example of a relationship. Or two people who like each other, for that matter.”

Whoa. I’d been wondering about them, and it was a great time to get a quick break from my shit and ask about hers. “Why not?”

“Well, our beginning was great. So great that we got pregnant after only seeing each other for about six months. Now we nearly hate each other, and we have a two-year-old. So just because it’s good in the beginning doesn’t mean it’s always going to be like that. Not that I’d change anything because Max is my whole life, but I guess you never know until you go all the way. Matt and I went, and now I know. It’s not good for us.”

I took a sip of my tea that was finally an ingestible temperature. I hated hearing they were having problems. I’d been rooting for them until he started acting like a fucking tool.

She waved her hands, signaling she didn’t want to talk about it. I couldn’t blame her; she was at work and all, but I’d have to make sure to give her some extra attention. Make sure she knew she wasn’t alone.

“Is there really shit in this tea?” I asked after another drink.

“Yes.”

Now that I could taste it, I was sure I’d made the wrong decision—a true talent of mine. “It’s not very good.”

“It’s not coffee.” She shook her head and got us back on topic. “So, what are you going to do? Because this …” Her fingers drew an imaginary frame around my face. “…isn’t going to work.”

I swore if you cut her arms off, she’d be mute.

“Isn’t this what women do when they break up? Mope around for a while, then figure out how to move on?”

“Is that what you’re doing? Moving on?”

“No, I’m still moping.”

“How long is that going to last?”

I looked at my wrist for the time, but I wasn’t wearing a watch. Besides that, it was going to take much longer than minutes or hours. “Well, I’ve only been really hardcore at it for about a day, but my vacation doesn’t end until next Monday.”

“Have you talked to him since the fight?”

“No.”

“Damn. And you’re not going to try to talk to him?”

It wasn’t like I hadn’t opened and reread our old messages, trying to come up with something, but nothing felt right. “And say what?”

She looked around. “You could apologize for being dumb, for starters.”

I kicked her. “You’re a bitch.”

“I have to get back to work, but I’m off on Tuesday. We should hang out, but only if you’re not moping anymore. I can’t handle looking at you. You’re like an orphan and not the cute kind. More like a misunderstood-kid-from-the-wrong-side-of-the-tracks-who’s-fallen-into-the-rough-crowd kind.”

I put my head down like in the game Seven-Up waiting for someone to touch my thumb and get me the fuck out of there.

“Fine. I’ll let you know if I don’t get thrown in juvie.”

She patted my head before she left.

Why? Why did it have to be a head pat? Would reminders of him ever go away?

People started coming in, considering it was Saturday and almost lunchtime, so I gathered my wits and stretched before I stood.

Trevor was re-filling the cream and milk out on the self-serve bar when my eyes came back into focus.

“You never saw me here,” I warned and gave him the look.

His hands came up in defense. “Saw who?”

When I threw my cup in the trash beside him, he added, “But for the record, he looks like he’s on vacation too.” He used air quotes around vacation, and I wondered how many months in juvenile detention I’d get for tripping him. The smart ass.

There was no way Cord was as miserable as me.
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I’d always thought that beards were itchy, but finally, my whiskers were getting softer, and at least they were laying down. For about a week I’d looked like a hostage.

For the better part of June, I stayed at the lake, working from there and only driving back when it was necessary for meetings. Cheryl was spearheading most of them anyway, and she was more than earning her new raise. That went for Lance too.

Between lounging at the cabin and picking up a few handyman jobs around Osage Beach, I pretty much checked out for a few weeks.

My friends called and sent messages, but I needed to be alone. Needed time to sort through the whole Dana thing without anyone in my ear, asking questions, reminding me of things.

The mistakes I’d made and was sorry for.

The words she said, the three she didn’t.

The sound of her voice the last time we spoke. How we’d argued.

She didn’t call or message, and neither had I. Did she not want to talk? Or was she like me and didn’t know what to say?

Eventually, I went home. I couldn’t hide from my life, and I had friends and family.

Thankfully, even when I got back, they didn’t crowd me.

Sure, Nolan nagged about how my lift-game was going to suffer if I didn’t start coming when he was there to gift me with his expert guidance. If I did go to Fit Club, it was late at night when I couldn’t sleep. Mostly, I just ran the whole time anyway.

The situation with Dana and me had put Reuben and Becca in a weird spot. I had lunch with him, but we didn’t bring her up. It was awkward because she was on my mind the whole time, as if she’d been sitting right there. She was the gorgeous, red-headed elephant at our table.

My mom called almost as much as Trevor, who was also staying at my place sometimes since it was summer. I didn’t mind, except when he tried to subtly get me to talk about it. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to, but it only frustrated me when I did.

That Saturday night, he was sprawled across my couch, watching the end of a Royals game.

I’d been in the garage, dusting off my bike. It hadn’t been ridden since I’d taken Dana out earlier that summer. I thought about going for a ride, but it wouldn’t be the same.

But what was?

I didn’t have an appetite, but I grabbed a beer and crashed in the recliner. I just wanted to go five minutes without the fucking emptiness in my house without her there.

“They’re about to shut us out,” Trevor said. “Shitty game.”

I kicked my shoes off and pushed the back of the chair until it reclined, then I took a drink. “I was listening outside. We can’t get a hit.”

Another strike out.

He rolled over when the game went to a commercial break, and I could just feel it coming. He was about to bring her up, and I felt it in my chest.

“She’s as miserable as you are, you know?”

“I doubt that.”

That was one thing I’d been spared, I couldn’t even imagine what she was doing. Thank God.

However, that just left me replaying our time together on one giant loop.

I picked the remote up and tapped the volume up two notches. The Arby’s guy was telling us important stuff, like how they had the meats, while I ignored the image of her the time we met at the gym after my day from hell.

I bumped the TV up another notch.

“Well, why don’t you call her? Or go over there. You know where she lives.”

I shifted, my comfy chair suddenly not very comfortable at all. “It’s not that easy.”

“Why not?”

I shoved my feet against the footrest slamming it down, catapulting me upright a little more aggressively than I felt. Or maybe I did. “Because I’m still mad.”

“At who?”

“Both of us. All right?” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I’m still mad, and I’m sure she’s still mad. What good will talking do?”

“Dude, I guess it all depends on what you say. Maybe apologize.”

I took another drink. It was going to be one of those long nights.

“I tried to, Trevor. She didn’t want to hear it. She’s the most stubborn woman on the face of the fucking planet.”

He got up, threw a bunch of grape stems on the paper plate in front of him, and then slugged back the last of his water. “Yeah, you’re right. It’s so annoying when people won’t listen.”

Smart ass.

He stood and kicked my leg with a closed-mouth grin, letting me know he knew he was pushing it.

“Why do you give a shit?”

His shoulder lifted and fell. “Because you love her, and she’s perfect for you.”

Then our third baseman hit a pop-fly, which was caught and it ended the game. We both watched, and as soon as it was over, I wasn’t sure what to say.

I did love her, and we could have been perfect for each other, but if she shut me out again—something she was totally capable of—it would be like throwing my fucking heart in front of a Louisville Slugger with Babe Ruth up to bat.

He sorted the laces on his Chucks.

I guessed he wasn’t staying, so I flipped the television off, but didn’t feel like getting up until my beer was empty.

Trevor ran his finger around the heel of his shoe and shoved his foot down into it, shaking the floor.

“She didn’t act mad when I saw her last weekend.” He looked like his dad at eighteen when he lifted his head. Skinny and mouthy. “She looked upset, you dipshit.”

He sounded like his dad too.
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Sleep didn’t come to me. It could have been because I tried to go to bed at nine on a Saturday. Or it could have been my racing mind and how the word upset echoed, bouncing off images of what that might look like.

I was restless, and I just plain old fucking missed everything about her.

Finally, I slapped around on the nightstand for my phone and then opened Facebook. I’d check and see what she’d been up to, and it felt reminiscent of the first night I checked her out in my kitchen, but I needed to see for myself if Trevor was exaggerating.

Then again, he was a man in a long-term, loving, committed relationship and I was the one masturbating about twice a day at the age of thirty-two.

You tell me who really had their shit together.

I searched her name, and when Dana’s page popped up, it was the first I’d seen her face in a long time—aside from every other time I’d blinked. Her profile picture was the same as it had been. She was laughing, her smile wide and her eyes just as blue as I remembered. All her long, red hair pulled to one side. Her chin tipped up. It was a really great picture.

With my eyes closed, I could almost smell her skin.

I scrolled down her wall, and the only thing that had been posted, since the wedding, was a picture of her and Bridget from Reuben’s office. Dana’s smile looked forced and somewhat painful. And after speaking to Bridget, for a few minutes myself at the wedding, I could only imagine what Dana had gone through.

“Are you here alone tonight, Cord? Because I am.”

“Actually, I’m here with the knockout you were just talking to, and I’m in love with her. You are a great girl, but you’re not the one. She is.”

I went to our old message thread, scrolled to the top, and then read down from the beginning. Annoyed that even the first time I reached out to her, I was holding back.

When I got to the bottom, to the last thumb and K, a text bubble appeared with the bouncing ellipses.

Had that been there when I opened the message?

I couldn’t remember, which gave me hope because it wasn’t just that she’d started to type something some other time and just quit. She was there. My stomach growled as I kicked the covers away, sat up in bed, and turned on the lamp.

Come on. Dana. Say something.

The ellipses disappeared, but I kept staring until they came back.

Hit send, baby.

If she was upset and trying to contact me, shouldn’t I help her?

Had I not learned anything?

What could I say? If I apologized, where would I start? It wasn’t just the one huge mistake I’d made, it was also hundreds of small ones.

I wasn’t making any fucking more.

ME: I’d like to see you.

I’d used the word like loosely, but I waited. Expecting her to come back with something. Expecting no reply at all.

Then, after about five minutes, she responded.

DANA: Really?

Jesus. It felt like getting air for the first time in weeks.

ME: Can I come over?

I could have had my shoes on and been at her house in a matter of minutes. I’d told Trevor that I was mad, but that was all gone. I didn’t feel mad in the least. The only thing that registered was sweet, sweet relief.

DANA: I’m not home.

My phone said it was just after midnight.

ME: Where are you? I’ll come get you.

DANA: I’m at the Waffle House.

Everything about that sounded good. I was starving in so many ways.

ME: I’ll be right there.

Dana sent me the most beautiful fucking thumb emoji I’d ever seen. It was funny, I didn’t hate them anymore. Not even a little.

ME: K
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I didn’t speed on the ride.

Okay, fuck it. I did.

I threw my truck in park in front of the black and yellow building, only then realizing I looked like hell. Quickly, I gave myself a look in the rearview.

Christ. It wasn’t good.

Beard. Weird sunglasses tan line across my face. Badly in need of a haircut. Hell, I was wearing my Royals shirt, even though it didn’t do shit for their game earlier that day. Maybe it would bring me better luck with her.

I gave my head a few swift pats, to at least tame my hair a little, but gave up. She was inside, and we were going to talk, and that’s all that fucking mattered.

I searched for her even before I came through the door, finding her in my booth.

When I entered the narrow diner, it took two glances for Calvie-Jay to recognize it was me. His face said it all as he rolled his eyes and pointed down the counter, already knowing where I was headed.

“If you’re coming in here to cry too, I’m kicking you both out. Poor girl’s been here every night this week. Bunch of sad saps. This is a breakfast place, for Pete’s sake. Cheer her up, Cordy.”

I gave her a closer lookr, and shes.

ME: I’ll be right there.

Dana sent me the most beautiful fucking thumb emoji I’d ever seen. It was funny, I didn’t hate them anymore. Not even a little.

ME: K
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