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Sometimes the line between love and lust is blurred by more than just blind
infatuation.
Love comes in many different forms, at different times, and in many ways.
Each new relationship creates their own story as they risk everything and go along for
the ride.
Love Always is the perfect recipe for romance. Sixteen authors have created a
collection of stories filled with desire ranging from hot and steamy, to sweet and
sentimental. Whether they are what you expect or not, we guarantee a love filled with
laughter and passion just for you.
The only question that remains is, we can’t control who we fall for...so who will
capture your heart?
Love Always.
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The Ring
A Short Story by Haley Allison

Wind sweeps across the exposed skin of my arms, sending a chill of relief down
my spine. May days in Atlanta can get a little warm. The breeze is a welcome relief
from the heavy heat that hangs all around us. Beads of sweat that formed on my
forehead just minutes ago seem to vanish with the wind. The sounds of children
playing and laughing sound like a melody in my ears. Trees surround us, swaying as if
they’re dancing to a beat only they can hear. It’s a perfect day at the park…for the
kids, anyway.
Not even a pleasant day can cure the ache in my heart…the missing piece of my
shattered soul that feels like I’ll never get it back.
An unwelcome tear courses down my cheek. I brush it away, choosing instead to
focus on the antics of my beloved two-year-old boy. Hudson digs his tiny, chubby
fingers into the sand, blissfully oblivious of the turmoil taking place in his Mommy’s
heart as I sit on the curb beside the sandbox. He won’t remember his father—the
monster who hauled off and barreled his fist into my face only a week ago, forcing me
to take refuge in my mother’s house. He’ll never feel this brokenness—the knowledge
of the once-happy family that will never be ours again. To him, this is normalcy.
Being alone with me has been his lot in life since the day he was born. I chose to be a
stay-at-home mother instead of finishing my college degree when I found out,
unexpectedly, that I was pregnant. I don’t regret my choices, but I do wish I had a
college degree now that I’m basically alone with him.
Mom does her best to help me, but she isn’t rich, either. Dad died of cancer five
years ago and she’s been struggling to make ends meet while working and paying off
the hospital debts ever since. I despise myself for being unable to help with the
money, but she insists she’d rather me stay at home with Hudson like I always have
instead of bringing even more change to his life. I feel powerless, helpless. This
situation is my worst nightmare. I’m an independent woman at heart, and more than
anything I wish I could give Hudson the life he deserves. I’m a failure as a single
parent. He doesn’t seem to notice, though.
“Da-ee? Da-ee?” Hudson’s sweet blond head turns as he scans the playground with
his big baby blues for his father, who used to come to a different park with us on his
days off. Everything seemed so perfect between us on days like that. We’d have a
picnic at a table, and then Jon would sit beside me while we watched Hudson play,
occasionally sneaking kisses when his head was turned. He’d smile into my eyes,
telling me how much he loved our family. Then when he’d come home and drink, he
turned into a completely different person. A monster. He made me feel like shit about
myself for everything. Little by little, I fell out of love with him. I couldn’t even look
him in the eyes when we sat together. Once he hit me, it was over. I couldn’t respect
him or trust him enough to stay in the same house with him.
I stand corrected. Hudson does miss his Daddy. He does realize things aren’t as
they should be. The one thing he doesn’t know is that they’ll never be that way again.
Tears fall uninhibited down my cheeks. Sobs clench my stomach and rip from my
throat, but I muffle them with my sandy palm. That proves to be a mistake when sand
detaches from my hand and I suck it into my mouth. Coughing through my tears, I
reach for my water bottle, thinking about how ridiculous I must look right now.

To make matters worse, the water goes down the wrong pipe. I hack and sputter,
pounding my chest in an attempt to expel the water. Just at that moment, a deep, rich
voice sounds above my head, giving me chills for a different reason.
“Are you okay, Miss?”
I look up through my tears into the dark chocolate eyes of my dream man.
Towering above me at six foot something, he made me feel like a dwarf. His dark
brows are pulled together with concern. There is no judgment in his eyes. I force
myself to nod, wishing the Earth would open up and swallow me.
“I’m okay,” I choke out. “Thanks for asking.”
“Are you sure?” He takes a seat beside me on the cement curb. I notice his dark
curls are clinging to the sweat on his forehead. Judging from his t-shirt and athletic
shorts, it looks like my distress interrupted his run. “You don’t seem okay.”
“Um…” I shift uncomfortably. How do I tell a complete—hot—stranger that my
life is in ruins and I feel like I’m a failure at everything without sounding like a
pathetic loser? “I just left my abusive boyfriend a week ago.”
“Oh, wow…I’m so sorry.” The stranger wraps his firm, muscular arm around me. I
feel warmed by his compassion and terrified by the surge of emotions that washes
over me all at the same time.
Wiping my eyes with the clean backs of my hands, I shrug. “Thanks.”
I feel him look over his shoulder. “Is he your son’s father?”
“Yes. Hudson asked for Daddy just now, and…” I breathe out a shuddering sigh.
“It just about killed me.”
“I can imagine. That’s awful. I can’t say I know how you feel, but…my situation
isn’t great, either.” He releases me and faces forward. I get a good look at his
statuesque profile and feel my heart skip a beat. This man is truly gorgeous. I’ve never
felt such an instant attraction to a stranger before.
“Really? What happened to you?”
“My girlfriend cheated on me just before I was going to propose.” Pain darkens his
features even further.
“Oh wow…I’m so sorry.” We chuckle at the fact that I just echoed him word-forword. Guess I’m not alone in the pathetic loser department after all.
“It was a month ago, but I still carry the ring around in my pocket.” He pats the
pocket of his shorts on the side furthest from me. “I guess it’s because it keeps me
dreaming I might find a woman who’s actually worthy of it one day.”
I smile up at him. “That’s really sweet.” Kicking at the grass in front of me, I let
out a painful chuckle. “Jon never proposed to me. We were together for five years.”
“What a bastard. I don’t even know you and I can tell he doesn’t deserve you.”
“Thanks.”
“I’m Luc, by the way. Short for Luciano.” He extends a deep tanned hand to me.
“Kenna. Short for McKenna.” I shake his hand, secretly loving the way his caramel
and my ivory mix together. There’s a slight roll to his r’s, and now I know why. His
obvious Spanish heritage just makes him that much sexier.
“Your son is beautiful.” Luciano smiles over his shoulder at Hudson, then redirects
his smile at me, causing my heart to pound furiously. “He looks a lot like you.”
“Thanks.” Heat rises up my neck and into my cheeks.
“So you stay home with him?”
“Yes.” My blonde waves sweep into my face with a strong gust of wind, and I
brush them away. “My mom works as a teacher to support all three of us.”
His brows pull down to shadow his eyes again. “Things must be difficult for you,
then.”

With hesitation, I nod. “Very hard. Sometimes we have to pinch pennies to afford
enough groceries for all of us. I wanted to work, but my mom insisted that I stay
home with Hudson like I always have.”
Luciano swallows, pulling my attention to his toned, muscular neck. At this point,
I’m sure I must be dreaming up the handsome stranger in the park who wants to hear
about all my problems. He’s too perfect to be real.
“I agree with your mother. Having you home is wonderful for your son. My mother
stayed at home all through my growing up years. My father made enough to support
us, and then some, so she spent her days caring for the house and running her own
business from home. It was the perfect life for us boys. Mama was around whenever
we needed her.”
“I think Jon resented me for staying at home,” I confess. “He hated going to work
and having all his money go to bills and things for us.”
“That’s a shame. You were a waste on him. If I had a girl who stayed home with
my son, I’d spoil her rotten.” Luciano chuckles. “She’d be drowning in gifts and
diamonds. I’d never run out of ways to show her I loved her.”
I feel my eyes widen. Drowning in diamonds? How rich is this guy?
Reading my thoughts, he smirks, making a crease in his cheek. “Luciano Araya.”
“Oh my god…” The air squeezes out of my chest, making it feel like it’s collapsing
on itself. “Araya Technologies?”
“My father is the founder and CEO. I’m his CFO. A numbers guy…a bit of a
geek…” His rich chuckle sounds from his chest. “But mostly just a thirty-year-old
man who wants love in his life and never seems to find it.”
It’s official…I’m dreaming.
“Well, I hope you find that special someone someday.” I force a sad smile, losing
hope. I’m a size twelve, stretch-mark-riddled single mom with her greasy hair in a
ponytail, wearing yoga pants and a t-shirt that says, ‘Good moms have messy
kitchens, laundry piles, and happy kids.’ I’m not wearing makeup. I’m pretty sure I
smell like the applesauce Hudson splattered me with today. There’s no way in hell this
man is actually interested in me. He’s just being nice. At least now I can say I met
Luciano Araya in the park one day, and he was every bit as handsome as he looks on
TV.
Luciano’s eyes narrow in my direction. “Do you want to see the ring?”
Shocked by the question, I stutter out, “Um, sure.”
He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a small black box. Opening it, he shows
me a gorgeous cluster of diamonds attached to a white gold band. It’s breathtaking—
better than anything I could ever picture myself wearing. I chuckle with disbelief.
“The woman who lost out on that ring is a goddamned idiot.” My hand springs up
from my lap to cover my mouth. I just cussed in front of Luciano Araya and my twoyear-old son. I’m not just a loser; I’m a horrible person.
To my surprise, a loud laugh bellows from Luciano’s core. “Damn right, she is. I
take it you like the ring?”
“It’s lovely.”
“It’s yours if you want it.”
My heart stops. “What?”
“I have a proposition for you.” Luciano turns full on to face me, probing the depths
of my soul with his eyes. “I’m going to give you this ring. You can do one of two
things with it. If you want, you can sell it and use the money to help your mother
support you…or you can meet me at Garden Suites in downtown Atlanta tonight at
seven o’clock.”

Emotions swirl into a tornado inside me. “What would we do there?”
His adorable smirk comes onto his face again. “We would get to know each other
and see if you might want to wear this ring someday.”
“Wha…me?” I cover my ample chest with my hand.
“Yes.” Luc brings my hand down into my lap, caressing the back of my hand with
his thumb. He leans forward and brushes a feather-light kiss across my lips, stealing
my breath away. He moves to my ear and whispers, “Think about it, Kenna.” Leaving
the box open with the ring inside on the curb, he stands and jogs down the trail beside
us, not even looking back to say goodbye.
***
Sitting on my couch, I stare at the ring in the little black box, trying to convince
myself I didn’t hallucinate what happened earlier today—the five-minute exchange
that led to a CFO of a major Atlanta company giving me a diamond ring for no
apparent reason. Am I losing it? Have the romance stories on my Kindle caused some
kind of love-starved madness? Why am I actually considering going to the hotel
tonight instead of selling this ring for a fucking fortune?
Mom thinks I’m crazy. I was given this ring free and clear. I should be racing to the
jewelry store, crying with joy as I hand it over the counter and accept enough money
to last me for years while I finish school. The thing is, Luciano got to me. He’s
scorching hot, sweet, and exactly what I’ve always wanted in a boyfriend. It’s
ridiculous to say that—I barely know him—but I felt something when he touched me.
That slight hint of a kiss? It wasn’t satisfying. I want more. Much more.
“What are you thinking of, Kenna?” Mom, an older version of me, leans forward
from her place on the couch. Hudson is sitting on his car rug in front of us watching
Paw Patrol and talking about the “wheels” and “woof woofs.” His little dimples are
showing and his hair is still mussed from the wind earlier. I smile, a small pang
coming to my heart with the repeated wish that my life was as simple as his.
“I don’t know what to do.”
“Do you think this could be some kind of trick?” Mom places a hand on my arm,
gripping it a bit too hard in her worry. “Do you think he’s going to accuse you of
stealing it and try to get you arrested?”
“What? Mom, no.” I chuckle at her wild imagination. “Luciano was heartbroken,
that’s all. I think he wants to see what I’m going to do with it.”
“So you think he really wants to meet you tonight?”
I narrow my eyes. “Why is that so hard to believe?”
“I just meant he’s Luciano Araya. You were a stranger in the park. What kind of
CFO just gives away a priceless ring to a stranger in the park?”
Shrugging, I give her that point. I can’t even figure that out myself.
“It has to be a test. That’s the only thing I can figure,” I explain.
Mom tightens her already vise-like grip on my arm, and I jerk away. “I’m sorry,
sweetheart. I’m just terrified for you. You’ve been hurt so much, and I…” Her voice
breaks and her eyes water up.
“Oh, Mom…” I lean over and pull her into a hug. “I promise I’ll be careful with
my heart this time.”
She nods against me. “Please do.”
I pull back. “So you’ll babysit for me tonight?”
A soft smile brightens her features. “I suppose I could endure it.” She scoops up
Hudson, who whimpers in protest at being pulled away from his favorite show. When

she tickles his belly, his bubbly laughter fills the room. Watching their smiling faces, I
don’t feel the slightest bit of guilt at going out tonight. Mom loves her extra time with
Hudson, and I deserve a night out, and a chance to see if I have any chemistry with
one of the richest men in the South.
***
Straightening my slinky black dress, I approach the entrance of Garden Suites and
try to stop my teeth from chattering. This is, by far, the most nervous I’ve ever been. I
have Luciano Araya’s ring in my clutch, and tonight I’m about to find out if he’s
going to ask for it back or if he’s going to let me keep it in hopes I can wear it
someday. It still sounds ridiculous in my own ears saying Luciano might actually want
me to marry him someday. We just met earlier this afternoon, plus there’s no way he
can really be serious about this. I’m fully expecting some kind of prank or ploy now
that I’ve had the chance to think about it. In fact, I feel stupid for entertaining this idea
in the first place. When I enter the revolving door, I resolve within myself to have a
nice dinner with him, respectfully return the ring, and leave. Fantasies are fine for
teenage girls, but I’m twenty-one and the mother of a toddler. I can’t afford to indulge
myself in dreams that will never come true.
I pass through a lobby with marble floors and a seven-story interior. The crystal
chandelier above my head is almost blindingly bright. When I cross to the dining area,
the hostess eyes me with scrutiny. Her deep brown eyes scan up and down my frame
as if she can tell this dress was a hasty buy from the neighborhood Goodwill this
afternoon.
“Name and reservation?”
“I’m here to meet Luciano Araya.”
A white ring forms around her dark irises. “Uh…all right. Right this way.” She
leaves her small table and personally leads me to the far end of the dining area.
In the corner of the room, in a dimly lit booth, I spy the top of his curly head and
feel butterflies materialize in my stomach. There are other people in the booth with
him, but I can’t tell who they are from behind. The hostess points me to the table and I
thank her, relieving her of duty. She speed-walks away from the scene as I take a deep
breath, close my eyes, and brace myself for whatever the rest of the night may bring.
I come around to the side of Luciano’s booth and make eye contact with him for
the first time since the moment after he kissed me. A smile immediately stretches his
perfect, soft lips. The relief is clear on his face. He was afraid I wouldn’t show up.
“Kenna. Good to see you again.”
“Good to see you.” My voice trembles.
“This is my father and mother,” Luc informs me, gesturing to the older Latino
couple to my right.
Alejandro Araya—the spitting image of his son except for a few wrinkles around
his eyes and a sprinkling of silver hairs—extends his hand to me for a firm, warm
handshake. “Hello, Kenna. It is a pleasure to meet such an honest, trustworthy
woman.”
“Kenna Thornton. The pleasure is mine, Mr. Araya.” Biting back a smile, I squeeze
his hand before releasing it. My theory about this being a test was right on the money,
no pun intended.
“A pleasure to meet you, dear,” his wife echoes. I shake her hand and return her
greeting, then take the empty seat beside Luciano.

As thrilled as I am that I passed the test, I feel a pang of disappointment. I was
hoping to be here alone with the man sitting next to me who is practically radiating
pheromones. He steals sidelong glances at me as we order our drinks, smiling in a
way that ignites all my senses. We can’t take our eyes off each other to save our lives.
I memorize his features, all the way from his smooth bronzed forehead to the dimple
in his chin that beckons me to reach up and press my finger in it. If his parents are
watching us, I’m screwed. My intentions are out in the open. Clearly I’m not just here
to return a valuable possession. I want the whole package—him, plus the ring as a
bonus.
Throughout dinner, I keep the clutch tucked between Luciano and me as his
parents quiz me on nearly every possible subject. They ask about Hudson, my mom,
my relationship history, whether I’ve done drugs…I feel like I’m under an
interrogation spotlight even though no lights are shining down on me. Apparently I’m
clean enough for their son, though, because at the end of the four-course meal, they’re
still smiling. In fact, I have them laughing as I tell the story of how I went into labor.
“So there I was on the carousel, riding awkwardly on a mechanical horse just
because I’m stubborn and wanted to prove I could do it, and then all of a sudden, at
the end of the ride…” My cheeks heat up. “Well, you can guess what happened. I was
escorted to the car much wetter than I was when I got there.”
His mother is in stitches. “Your water broke on a carousel horse! You poor girl!
And I pity the one who had to clean up after you!”
“Yeah, that was not a good day for the state fair staff.” That brings out another
round of laughter. I feel Luciano inch his arm around my shoulders in the booth, and
without even thinking about it, I huddle into his side. His warmth floods me and
causes my laughter to die on my lips. We turn to look at each other, and our eyes meet
with the weight of desire hanging between them. In spite of the gruesome story I just
told, I seem to have the same effect on him he has on me. It’s all I can do not to lean
over and taste his lips again. Our closeness wipes out all memory except the feeling of
his lips on mine.
“Well, this was a lovely evening,” Alejandro interjects, “but it seems like you two
would like to be alone, so we’ll leave you to it.” Luciano and I stand with his parents,
and his father shakes my hand again. “It was a pleasure, Miss Thornton. We hope to
see you again soon.”
“I hope so too.”
His mother hugs me goodbye. Luciano and I wave at them as they leave, and then
once they’re out of sight, he turns to me and holds his elbow out at his side. I thread
my arm through his and he pulls me into him, both of us sighing with contentment as
we walk out a back door onto a moonlit veranda.
“Finally.” He leads me to the cast-iron railing surrounding the patio and we gaze
up at the full moon and sparkling stars. “I thought they would never leave.”
Chuckling, I feel a tremor enter my limbs again. “It was lovely meeting your
parents, but I have to admit, I came here for this.”
“You’re cold.” Luciano takes off his suit coat and wraps it around my shoulders,
then leans down over the railing to look into my eyes. “Better?”
I breathe in the sharp, masculine scent of his cologne and smile. “Much better.
Thanks, Luciano.”
“I told you, you can call me Luc.”
“Is it bad that I like Luciano better?”
Because it’s sex in the form of a man’s name?

With a slight smile, he shakes his head, making his curls catch the wind. “Not at
all. My name sounds good on your tongue.”
“Tonight was lovely, Luciano.” Our smiles mirror each other in the soft blue hues
of the moonlight. “Thank you for inviting me here.”
“Thank you for coming. I’ll admit I feared you wouldn’t show up.”
“Well…” I shrug. “Here I am.”
Luciano moves his right hand up to cup my jaw, turning my face up toward his. He
brushes his nose lightly against mine and then touches down on my lips. Moving
together, our lips find their perfect harmony and cling to each other, begging each
other not to let go. Eventually he releases me and sighs against my lips.
“How can I feel so strongly for a woman I’ve only known for a day?”
“I don’t know.” I swallow against the desperation mounting in my chest.
“Whatever this is, I feel it too.”
“I was meant to run into you in the park today. That much I know.” Luciano pulls
back and holds me in his arms. “Mama always told me I’d know when the right
woman came along. I just wasn’t expecting it to be so instantaneous.”
“Me neither. Speaking of instantaneous…”
His face pales with alarm at the hesitation in my tone. “What?”
“I just got out of a long-term relationship with my son’s father. As much as I don’t
want to bring that up, it’s the truth. Things are still so new and raw for me. I don’t
want to drag you into my shit storm of a life—”
“Kenna…” He stops me by running his fingers down my cheek and neck. His dark
eyes drill into me. “I am not a man who runs from a challenge or a bump in the road.
If you let me get to know you, I promise I’ll give you as much space as you need until
you’re ready for something serious.”
“You swear?”
“Yes. I know this whole thing seems insane, but I’m convinced I was meant to find
you and that was not for nothing. You’re not going to shake me so easily. Whatever
comes our way, we can handle it. Somehow, I just know that. I’m not going to let you
go.”
My heart melts into a puddle of goo in my chest. I rise up on my tiptoes to kiss
him. Luciano leans into the kiss, cherishing my lips and proving his care for me with
every second of it. There’s a chance I’ve died and gone to my own personal version of
heaven. That’s all right with me. I could spend eternity in this man’s arms.
Luciano pulls back from the embrace and grounds my soaring heart by saying,
“I’m going to have to ask for that ring back now.”
My face falls. “What? Why?”
His face breaks into a full-fledged grin. “Because I want my eventual proposal to
you to be a surprise.”
***
One year later, to the day
Luciano and I hold Hudson’s hands between us and count to three, lifting him up
over the curb. Hudson giggles with joy and chatters as his feet sink into the sand.
Luciano and I turn to each other, smiling over Hudson but also because of the
memory we made here exactly one year ago.
I still remember that hard day in May of last year when I thought I would never
have a perfect nuclear family again. The wholeness I feel with my boyfriend and

Hudson is the most fulfilled I’ve ever felt. Luciano is proving to be an incredible
father figure in Hudson’s life—better than I ever could have asked for. Now that
we’ve lived with him for three months, I can tell his kindness and care for us is only
going to multiply over the years. His promise to shower his girl with gifts and
diamonds came early for me. At times I tell him to stop spoiling me so much, and he
just laughs in my face. He can’t help it. Giving is in his nature. He has donated half
his income over the past year to charity, and we still have plenty to spare.
I felt love for him on the first day we met, but that has since multiplied tenfold.
Every time Hudson looks up at Luciano with admiration in his eyes, my love grows.
Every time he brings me orange roses, my favorite, home from work, my love grows.
Every time he held me and wiped my tears away back when I couldn’t stop crying
over my life with another man, my heart grew closer and bonded more to his. He
holds my heart in the palm of his hand. This time, I know it’s safe. I’ve been careful
with it, and my caution has paid off well.
Luciano wraps his arm around my waist and presses a kiss to the side of my head.
“I love you so much, McKenna Thornton.”
“I love you too, Luciano Araya.”
He leans down and captures my lips in his. I detect a tremor in his muscles.
“Is everything okay, babe?”
“Yes, it’s fine. I’m just a little nervous.”
“Nervous?” I chuckle. “Why?”
“Because I’m about to do this…”
I feel his presence leave my side and turn around to find him kneeling in front of
me with the black box held in front of him. My breath catches in my throat. I cover
my mouth, willing back the tears forming in my eyes.
“My beautiful Kenna, I’ve wanted you since the day we met at this sandbox. In
spite of everything, I knew something was drawing me to you and I needed to
surrender to it. You have been everything I ever wanted in a girlfriend and much
more. Every day I fall deeper in love with you. Will you make me the luckiest man on
earth and become…”
He opens the box, and I notice something slightly different about the ring he
showed me on the day we met. Now there were words engraved on either side of the
diamond cluster—
McKenna Araya
He had it changed so it would be unmistakably my ring and not his ex-girlfriend’s.
Just when I thought I couldn’t love him more, he surprised me yet again.
“Yes!” The tears roll down my cheeks freely. “I’d love to be Mrs. Araya!”
Luciano deftly slips the ring on my left ring finger and smiles when it hugs me
perfectly. Scooping me up in his arms, he twirls me around and sets me on the curb so
I’m a little more level with his height. Then he smiles into my eyes and kisses me like
the future Mrs. Luciano Araya.
My arms meet around his neck, and while I kiss my ultimate prize, I finger the ring
that brought us together in the first place, knowing I’d take him even if we had
nothing but this sandbox and Hudson for the rest of our lives.
The End
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Double Shot of Love
by Jennifer Allis Provost
“Your boyfriend’s here again.”
“He is not my boyfriend.” Even as I said that, I craned my neck around the
espresso machine to verify what had to be the latest David sighting. There he was,
standing in from of the counter and handing over his credit card. He was wearing a
just-formal-enough sport jacket and khakis instead of his usual jeans and flannel,
along with his adorably sexy grin.
I grabbed the cup from Leah without bothering to read the markings, and
started working on his drink. David always gets a nonfat latte with a double shot of
espresso, at least on the weekdays. When he stops in on the weekends he mixes it
up a bit, but never before work. Once I asked him why, and he said that caffeine
was too vital to his work process to risk a deficiency.
I turned toward the behemoth espresso machine and set to work making drinks.
While David’s shots poured, I sprayed whipped cream on top of some hot
chocolates and handed them off to their new owners. After they left David stepped
up to the counter and smiled.
“Hey, beautiful,” he greeted. My cheeks warmed, but I blamed it on the steam.
“Hey, yourself.” I nodded toward his sport jacket. “Going to court?”
“Nah, just a marketing meeting.” David watched me work for a moment. “What
are you up to this weekend?”
“Oh, you know. Saving the world, one shot at a time.” I finished David’s drink,
but when I went to hand off the drink I realized the name on the cup started with a
J, not a D. “Hang on, this might not be the right one,” I muttered. I turned the cup
around, and saw that the name scrawled across it was Jesse, same as mine.
“Jesse?” I called. “Double shot latte?”
“That’s mine,” David said. “I didn’t know your name, so I asked the girl at the
register to write yours on the cup. After all, it’s how you learned my name.”
I slid the cup across the counter and smiled. “Neat trick.”
“You know it. See you tomorrow, Jesse.”
I watched David saunter out of the shop, pausing to glance over his shoulder at
me when he reached the door. Out flirting had just gone up a notch.
***
The next morning shaped up to be early and dark, and most all of them do. The
café opened at the ungodly hour of five a.m. on Saturday’s, which I simultaneously
loved and hated. The love was for the fact that my shift ended at noon, and the
hate, well, that was all about the earliness. Waking up before the sun just wasn’t
civilized, you know?
The day went well, with our usual regulars stopping in, and I had a good rhythm
going behind the counter. Everything screeched to a halt when Leah slid over a cup
that had the following message written on it:
“Tell me what time you get off work, and I’ll take you to lunch. Or dinner. Or
Paris, if that’s what you want.”

I glanced at Leah, but she shrugged and pointed across the counter. There
was David, looking adorably scruffy in a plaid shirt, jeans, and unshaven chin.
“Paris?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at him. “I don’t know how to speak
French.”
“Me neither.” He leaned closer and asked, “Lunch, then?”
I glanced down at my black jeans and Club Café shirt. “Tell you what, why
don’t I run home after my shift, change out of my barista chic, then we can meet
here and you can take me to a late lunch?”
David smiled. “Brilliant. Can you be back for three?”
“Three it is.”
***
The universe loved me.
I know this because the morning rush slowed to a crawl not long after David
and I had finalized our lunch plans. This led to Leah taking pity on me and
sending me home an hour early, which meant I could not only change but also
shower off the lingering scent of coffee.
Shower complete, I stood before my closet and surveyed my meager options.
Since I wear a uniform to work I didn’t own many civilian clothes, which was
how Leah referred to her non-work attire. Eventually, I decided on a floral dress
with heeled ankle boots. The skirt had a nice flounce to it, and it could work at
either a casual or more formal restaurant. After I brushed my hair, swiped on
some mascara, and put on my jewelry, I was ready to meet David.
I got to the café about fifteen minutes early, and found David waiting on the
bench outside. He was still wearing his flannel and jeans, which meant that I
definitely wasn’t too casual for wherever we were going.
David saw me and smiled. I crossed the street, and when I was close enough
I asked, “Early much?”
“Only for you.” He stood, and pecked me on the cheek so quickly it was over
before I truly got to appreciate that David was kissing me. He drew back and
offered me his arm. “Shall we?”
I looped my arm with his. “We shall.”
We strolled down Elm Street, making lazy small talk about what restaurants
were open, what the menus were, and so forth. After a few blocks David
pointed out an imposing concrete edifice. The sign read E & D Donovan
Design.
“That’s my company,” he said.
I stopped walking. “You own a company?”
David chuckled. “It’s a family business. My great grandfather started it, and
now my sister and I take care of it.”
“What does your company—I mean, what do you do?”
“We’re a landscape architecture firm. I mostly oversee construction sites,
project management, things like that.”
“So you get to tear things down and build new stuff for a living?”
David slid his gaze toward me, and grinned. “Yup.”
“That’s awesome.”
***

We went to the diner by the park for lunch, which was set up in what looked
like a train car from the forties. This place had opened only a few months ago, and
the menu was great. It was traditional Greek diner food, and plenty of it. I ordered
the spanakopita platter, which included the aforementioned spinach and fetastuffed pastry, grape leaves, and a small salad. David opted for a patty melt along
with a mountain of French fries. I must have stared at his fries a bit too hard, since
he selected one and held it toward me.
“Fry?” he offered.
“Thank you,” I said, then I leaned forward and ate it from his hand. David
raised an eyebrow at my unusual eating habits, but said nothing. Good thing, since
as soon as I was back in my seat I was mortified.
“Do you like being a barista?” he asked.
“You know, I really do,” I replied. “It’s funny, because when I applied for the
job I thought it would only be a filler job, but I’ve been there for almost two
years.”
“Filler?”
“You know, a short term job to get the bills paid while you look for something
better.” I ate a bite of spanakopita, enjoying the salty feta and flaky pastry. “Now
that I think about it, most of my jobs have been fillers.”
“Does that mean you’re a career barista now?”
“I don’t know. Maybe.” I pushed some food around on my plate. “I mean, it’s
not what I set out to do in life, but I enjoy it. Maybe it’s not my life’s career, but it
works for me right now, and right now matters, you know?”
David smiled. “It sure does. So what did you want to be when you grow up?”
I laughed shortly. “That is a long, convoluted story.” I sipped my water, then I
asked, “What about you? Have you always wanted to take over the family
business?”
“’Take over’ isn’t really the correct term,” he replied. “My sister is the CEO. I
just head up the design division.”
“I thought you said you oversaw construction.”
“I do, but we need to have a plan in place before we go and tear apart a
landscape, and especially before we start on something new. You could say that
my job is to be a careful, meticulous planner, and make sure everything important
rests on a solid foundation.”
“Everything?”
“Everything.” David took a bite from his sandwich, chewed, and swallowed.
“Finish up. I know where I’m taking you for dessert.”
“They don’t have dessert here?”
“They do, but we can do better.”
“Is this one of your careful plans?” I asked. “Flirt with the barista X amount of
days, then fatten her up on diner food and extravagant desserts before you lure her
to your lair?”
“Absolutely.” He nodded at my plate. “Which means that you better finish up,
so we can get working on the next phase of the plan.”
Normally, I wouldn’t go for some man I hardly knew telling me to clean my
plate, much less let him drag me all across town on some plan I’d had no part in
creating. I mean, I knew nearly nothing about David, other than he sort of owned a
design company. But I was intrigued, and I decided to go along with him. For now.
And yes, those blue eyes had everything to do with it.

***
David’s ideal dessert location turned out to be an ice cream truck in a nearby
park.
“Here?” I asked. “I thought we were going to a bakery, or something like
that.”
“What, and miss out on having a push pop?” I must have looked skeptical,
because David touched my hand and drew me close. “If you want a fancy
dessert in a fancy place, we can do that. I just thought it might be fun to be kids
again.”
“Well, okay,” I said. His smile widened, and we joined the mob of actual
kids swarming around the truck. David ended up ordering a blue slushie, and I
got a vanilla dip cone. We strolled around the park for a while, making small
talk and enjoying the unseasonably warm weather. Eventually we sat on a bench
next to the lake. The ducks were flapping around the shore, begging for scraps
and making quite a ruckus.
“We should have brought some bread,” I said, nodding toward the ducks.
“Yeah.” David dumped his empty cup in the trash bin, then he hand a hand
through his hair. “Listen, this sucks. I’m sorry.”
“Why are you sorry?” I asked. “And this doesn’t suck.”
“I imagined taking you someplace unusual, someplace you’d always
remember,” David continued, “but this is just lame. We’re staring at fricken’
ducks, for Chrissakes.”
“I like ducks.” David glanced at me and frowned. Since I was starting to like
ducks more than him, I turned toward the lake, and licked the vanilla drips off
my cone. After almost a minute of silence, David touched my elbow.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I just wanted this to be perfect.”
My gaze slid toward him. “Perfect? For me?”
“For you,” he replied, his gaze lazy and half-lidded. He leaned toward me,
but a crazed mallard picked that moment to land in front of us, quacking and
flapping his wings like a Muppet on acid. I screamed, then I laughed, and then
David slid his arm around my shoulders. The duck had spooked me, and I held
up my half eaten ice cream cone like a shield.
And smushed it right onto his nose.
“I’m so sorry,” I said as I fumbled for a napkin. When I turned to wipe away
the vanilla drips from David’s nose, he kissed me. Even better, I kissed him
back.
He drew back, red dusting his cheeks. “Sorry,” he began, then he shook his
head. “No, I’m not sorry. Well, I did get ice cream on your cheek. Sorry for
that.”
He took the napkins from my hand and dabbed at my cheek. While he was
doing that I swiped the remaining ice cream from his nose. “I’m sorry I got you
all sticky in the first place.”
“Maybe I like being sticky with you.”
We looked at each other for a moment, then we burst out laughing. “Wow,
and I thought my lines were bad,” I said.
“Oh, they are,” he said, and he settled his arm around my shoulder and drew
me close. I snuggled right into him, enjoying his flannel-clad warmth. “Maybe
we can do this again.”

“Play your cards right, maybe I’ll get other foods on you. Hot fudge, gravy…”
David shuddered. “No gravy. I like my food like I like my girls, sweet.”
Wicked ladylike me snorted. “There’s a line.”
David raised an eyebrow. “Did it work?”
I kissed his cheek, then I laid my head on his shoulder. “Maybe.”
***
My date with David ended early, since I was scheduled to open the café
Sunday morning. Leah always took Sunday’s off, which meant that I didn’t get to
gush all about David to her, so I just puttered around behind the counter wearing a
goofy smile. I know it was there, because I saw it every time I passed a reflective
surface. I’m sure my coworkers wondered what was up with me, but I kept quiet. I
didn’t need the entire staff knowing that I was dating a customer.
But, were David and I really dating? There had been weeks of flirtation, but we
had only spent one afternoon together. He had given me his number, and had even
sent me a text early this morning telling me what a great time he’d had with me.
Still, I was a barista and he owned a company, at least partly. Was there really any
long term potential for the two of us?
“Maybe I don’t need him to be Mr. Right,” I muttered while I restocked the
condiment bar. “Maybe I just need a Mr. Right Now.”
“What was that?” asked a familiar voice. I turned around, and confirmed that
David himself was standing right behind me while I bared my heart to the sugar
packets.
“Nothing,” I replied.
David reached out, glided his thumb across my cheek. “Usually when you blush
you blame the steam from the espresso. No espresso here, babe.”
“Maybe I’m bashful around stalkers-slash-customers,” I said, moving out of his
reach. “And babe? Really?”
He smiled and ducked his head, and just like that my irritation with him was
gone. “I guess I’ll have to figure out a better name for you.”
“What’s wrong with Jesse?”
“Nothing. I just want a special name for you, one that only I get to use.”
I opened my mouth to say that maybe babe wasn’t so bad after all, but before
any words came out I was summoned back behind the bar. “Will you be around for
a while?” I asked as I took my position at the espresso machine.
“I came by to see when you’re off.”
“Really?”
David’s brows drew together. “Is that bad?”
“Not bad. Surprising, but in a good way.” I glanced at the clock. “I’ll be a free
woman in about twenty minutes.” I set down my foamed milk, and pulled two
shots. “Drink?” I asked, shoving it toward him.
“But I didn’t order anything,” he protested.
“On the house.”
David sipped his latte. “Thank you. I’ll be outside.” He leaned closer, and
added, “In twenty minutes, you’re mine.”
My cheeks warmed, and this time I didn’t blame it on anything but him. “You
bet I am.”
***

Exactly twenty one minutes later, I fled the café and stepped out into the
daylight. “You’re late,” David said, checking his watch.
“I had to clock out, and walk to the door.” I sat beside him, and fluttered my
eyelashes. “Miss me?”
“Yeah,” he said as he slid his arm around my shoulders and pulled me in
close. He kissed my hair, and laughed. “You really do smell like coffee after a
shift, huh?”
“It’s much worse around the holidays, when everyone orders those fancy
sweet drinks,” I said. “The syrup literally sticks to you.” I debated telling him
about the time I dumped a vat of peppermint syrup on myself, but decided that
that was more of a third date story. “What are you up to today?”
“I was thinking that we could stop by the grocery store, pick up a few things,
and I could cook you dinner,” he said.
“You can cook?”
“Don’t look so shocked,” he said. “I’m a man of many talents.” He stood,
and offered me a hand. “We can walk to the store, then take a cab to my place.”
“Can we cook at my place instead?” I asked. “I need to shower off the
espresso stench.”
He gave me man incredulous look that matched the one I’d given him a
minute earlier. “Cooking in an unfamiliar kitchen? How do I know that you’ll
have the proper equipment?”
“You’re not the only one who can cook,” I said. “Besides, I make the best
brownies you’ve ever had.”
“All right, then” David said. “I’ll handle dinner, and dessert’s all you, sweet
lady.”
***
After a mad dash through the grocery aisles, we ended up with the makings
of a very fine dinner: salmon, rice, Brussels sprouts, leafy greens and other
ingredients for a salad, and some red, juicy strawberries. David also picked up a
bottle of wine which was more expensive than I usually went for. He paid the
bill at the grocery store, too.
“If I’d brought you out to dinner I would have paid,” he said when I
protested. “What’s the difference?”
“The difference is that this was way more expensive than dinner,” I replied;
the salmon alone had been almost twenty dollars. “How much money is in
landscape design? Are you a millionaire or something?”
He laughed through his nose. “Not exactly.”
We hauled our ingredients back to my apartment; luckily I only lived a few
blocks from the café, and the market had been on the way. Even luckier was
that I’d given my apartment a very thorough cleaning the week before, and I’d
been working too much for it to get dirty.
As soon as we were inside the kitchen, David started setting up ingredients
on the counter. “Go, have your shower,” he said. “I’ve got this.”
“But you don’t know where anything is,” I said.
“Stove, refrigerator, cabinets,” he said, pointing at each as he named it. “If I
need you, I’ll yell.”
“If you insist.”

I stepped into the bathroom and shut the door, and proceeded to lather, rinse,
and repeat. It wasn’t until I shut off the water that I realized I hadn’t brought any
clean clothes into the bathroom with me. Since I lived alone, I was used to walking
around my apartment naked; what I was not used to was having a man I hardly
knew in my kitchen.
I sighed, and decided to open the bathroom door quietly and walk to my
bedroom as fast as possible. David would be busy cooking anyway, so he probably
wouldn’t even notice me. I grabbed two towels, wrapped one around my body and
the other around my hair, and then I stepped out of the bathroom.
Of course David turned around the moment my foot hit the hallway floor.
“Sorry,” I said. “I forgot to grab clean clothes. I’ll just be a second.” David
nodded, staring at me with a carefully blank expression. “What?” I asked.
“Your hair’s down, you’re not wearing any makeup,” he replied, “and I just
can’t get over how gorgeous you are.”
I dropped the towel I was holding—thankfully, it was the one for my hair.
“You’re kidding.”
David darted around the kitchen table and stopped before me to pick up the
towel. He handed it to me and said, “I never kid.”
Then I was in his arms. David lifted me under my hips and I wrapped my legs
around his waist, and he carried me into the living room and dropped me on the
couch. Since I landed on my butt the towel was still covering me. David glanced at
it, then he pulled his shirt up and over his head.
“I don’t usually do this on the second date,” he said.
“Me either. Wait, we haven’t done anything yet.”
He set a knee on either side of my hips, and leaned in for a slow, sexy kiss.
“Tell you what,” he said when we parted. “I’ll keep kissing you, and you tell me
when to stop.”
“Okay.”
***
That Sunday afternoon was one of the best afternoons of my life.
After we’d spent time on the couch, kissing and caressing and learning all there
was to know about one another, David got up, threw the food in the fridge, and
took me to bed. An hour after that found us sweaty, satisfied, and starving.
“Those are all signs that we should keep seeing each other,” David said as he
grabbed two plates from the cabinet. Even though he’d planned on cooking, we’d
spent too much time in bed and take out had won over home cooking. The pizza
had just arrived, and I uncorked the wine as David plated the slices.
“I can’t stay tonight,” he said. “I have an early meeting tomorrow.”
“What’s early for you?” I asked. “I get to the café at five.”
“Eight,” he replied with a grin. “Maybe I’ll call you afterward, take you to
breakfast.”
I poured two glassed of wine and handed one to David. “I like that plan.”
We clinked glasses. “A plan it is.”
***
Even though Monday was my usual day off, I always ended up at the café. We
really did have the best coffee in town, and Bruno, Leah’s husband, made these

cinnamon scones that were to die for. And since I’d left my house at seven
thirty, there was the possibility that I’d see David on his way to work.
As I rounded the last corner before the café I saw David, exiting the café and
carrying two to-go cups. While I was busy wondering who the second cup was
for, he handed it off to a woman. A very pretty woman, with straight dark hair,
and who kept smiling at David.
I stayed on my side of the street, and watched as David handed one of the
mystery woman’s. She sipped from her cup and nodded, then the two of them
walked away from the café and toward David’s job. Or maybe they were off to
a seedy motel, whatever.
I felt like any idiot. No, it was worse than that; I felt right. I’d thought that a
guy like David would never be interested in a girl like me, then we had spent
two great days together. He’d convinced me that we could have a chance, and
like a fool I listened to him.
I stalked across the street and into the café, and glared at Leah. “Did you see
that?” I demanded. “He brought a girl here. Another girl! Who does he think he
is?”
“You mean David?” she asked. “He came in alone..”
“He did?” I felt even more gutted. Obviously, David had her wait outside so
I wouldn’t catch onto his little charade.
“Are you okay?” Leah asked. I realized I was frowning and clenching my
fists, so I forced myself to relax and smile.
“I’m fine,” I said. “I’m just glad I found out about David sooner rather than
later.”
“Aww, honey. You really liked him, huh? Was your date good?”
I swallowed hard. “It was great, but it was just one weekend. No big.”
Leah made me a drink and bagged up a scone, and I numbly walked back to
my apartment. Yeah, we’d only had one weekend together, but it had been a
damn good one.
***
When I got to work on Thursday, the look on Leah’s face told me that David
had been in the past two mornings. After I saw David with his real girlfriend I’d
switched my usual morning shifts for afternoon hours. There had been no takers
for my Thursday shift, but I was hoping that David had moved on to the next
lonely barista.
If I was being realistic—which let’s face it, I wasn’t—I’d have already
known that David wasn’t the quitting sort. He had texted me every morning,
and called on his lunch breaks and after his workday ended. I hadn’t replied
once, not that my lack of response had in any way deterred him. In fact, it might
have made him more determined to make contact. My Sherlockian self deduced
that last bit when David was our first customer at six a.m. He strode past Leah
as she unlocked the door, and came straight to the counter.
“Latte?” I asked over my shoulder.
“Just glad to see you’re not dead,” he replied. “I figured you were either in
the hospital, or your phone was broken.”
“Phone’s fine.” I turned around, my arms crossed over my chest. “Well, I
have a lot of work to do, so, you know.”

David looked at the empty customer area. “Are you making drinks for invisible
people?”
“Better them than your girlfriend,” I snapped. I regretted that immediately; I
was trying to be the better person, not a jilted girlfriend. Not that David had been
my boyfriend.
Man, seeing him in person made everything hurt that much more.
“I don’t have a girlfriend,” David said. “I was hoping that would be you, but
you fell off the face of the earth. Was I really that bad?”
“If you don’t have a girlfriend who were you here with on Monday?” I
demanded. “That’s right, I saw you with her. Dark hair, great body, awesome
fashion sense? Ring any bells?”
David’s brows knit together, creasing his forehead. “You saw me with Ellie?
That’s why you’re upset?”
“Ellie,” I repeated. “You even have a cute nickname for her. She call you
Davie?”
“Actually—”
“Does she know you cheated on her with me?”
David laughed, his cute dimples making me hate the adorable cheating scum
even more. “Jess,” he said, “Ellie is my sister.”
“What?” The anger rushed out of me and I stared at him, deflated. “You never
told me that you have a sister.”
“You didn’t give me a chance.” David stepped closer, and set his hands on my
shoulders. “I brought Ellie by the café Monday morning so I could introduce the
two of you, but you weren’t here. I didn’t know you were hiding out, spying on
me.”
“I wasn’t spying,” I said. “Just jumping to conclusions.” My tired brain made
another connection. “Ellie—she’s the E in E&D Donovan Designs, isn’t she?”
“She sure is,” David replied. “I don’t know if I’d be able to keep this company
going without her. She’s got the great business mind, not me.”
“Huh.” I looked up at David and offered a smile. “Forgive me?”
He smiled, then leaned down and kissed me. “Forgiven.”
The End
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Unexpected
By Camille Taylor

Rushing out the door, Greer Kennedy tripped over a box left in the hallway of her
building and ended ass in the air, palms flat on the floor and legs flailing. Huffing out
a deep breath, she cursed herself for not paying attention. Not that she could’ve
anticipated her ass of a neighbour leaving boxes like landmines from between their
doors to the elevator. She grunted, feeling like a turtle on its shell, only she was
stretched out over the damned box with what felt like hardback books beneath her
belly.
“Not a sight you see every day.”
The gruff male voice held a tinge of amusement that only served to fan her anger.
Pushing off her hands, Greer miscalculated and ended ass on the floor.
She bounced once, blinked to remove the surprise of her new situation, and jerked
her head back when a large, tanned hand appeared in her vision. She followed the
thick arm over the bulge of defined biceps, along a wide shoulder, and finally rested
upon a handsome face complete with a square jaw dusted with dark growth, piercing
eyes the colour of coal, and an amused smile.
Her neighbour. Just her luck.
She took the offered hand. He hauled her to her feet, and Greer began putting
herself to rights. Another set of hands assisted moving around to dust off her behind.
Greer batted her overly friendly neighbour away.
“Sorry about that. My brother’s moving in with me. I hope you didn’t hurt
yourself. I’m Asher Hayes, by the way.”
“I know who you are. We’ve met before.”
“We have?”
Greer wasn’t surprised he didn’t remember her with the number of women in his
life. They’d met several months back at a homeowner’s meeting, and he’d left early.
The moment the door had closed behind him, the room had erupted into loud
whispers. Apparently, he hadn’t only angered her with his antics.
“Yes. Don’t you think you ought to move those boxes out of the hallway?”
He frowned. “Sure. I’m just waiting for my brother. He’s gone for coffee. Look, let
me take you out for dinner to make up for almost killing you?”
“No, thank you. I’d rather have dinner with the devil.”
Shock displaced the frown. “I’ve been referred to as God before, but worse than
the devil is new.” His smile could only be described as roguish. She, unlike many
women, was unaffected.
“I suppose you find yourself amusing?”
“Okay, I’m getting the feeling you have more than a mild dislike for me, and other
than the boxes I’m not sure what I’ve done to piss you off. Care to enlighten me?”
“Oh, where should I start?” Using her fingers, she marked off his list of offences.
“Questionable women coming and going, noises during all hours both night and day,
and what’s with all the damn basketball dunking? This isn’t the YMCA. Don’t you
ever go to work?”
“I work from home. Coding and design. What are you, on the neighbourhood
watch or something? Or just a nosy neighbour?”

“I am not! You’re well known in this building, and now you’ve made me
considerably late for my important meeting.”
“Add it to my insurmountable list of transgressions.”
With another glare, Greer navigated around the boxes and stubbed the call button
with a manicured finger. Her back burned from his stare. When the doors slid open,
she stepped in, turning to face her neighbour who stood with a scowl on his face and
his hands on his hips.
Her heart beat just a little bit faster. Somehow in all her imaginings of her
annoying neighbour, sublimely sexy had not been one of them. They locked eyes, his
penetrating gaze stealing her breath.
She would not allow him to affect her—any more than he already did, Greer
amended. Charming men were dangerous, and her neighbour appeared to be the
master.
***
Greer tucked away the last contract she needed to be fully funded by her opening
day Sunday. Hours—years—of hard work, social sacrifices, and market research and
she was now days away from accomplishing her long-time dream.
“All done?” Greer’s younger sister, Peyton, plonked down in the chair across from
her at the restaurant, holding an almost empty glass of wine.
She forced the disapproval from her face. After all, she had asked Peyton to wait at
the bar. Letting out the breath she’d been holding most of the meeting, Greer smiled.
“Signed and accepted.”
Peyton clapped enthusiastically. Her cheerleader sister was her biggest supporter
and had been with her every step of her start-up journey. Without her, Greer was
afraid she’d have given up long ago when all she heard from potential investors was
“no”.
“Cause for celebration. Let’s get drinks.”
Greer glanced at her watch. “It’s only two in the afternoon.”
“And Kennedy Fashion is launching in five days.”
“I couldn’t have done it without you, Pey. You know that, right? I probably
would’ve folded under the weight of disappointment then had to endure Dad’s ‘I told
you so’.”
She’d left her father’s company when she realised being the boss’s daughter wasn’t
doing her any favours. Didn’t matter she knew what she was doing; all they saw was a
girl who only got the job because of her daddy.
“So, what you’re saying is you owe me?” Peyton’s voice cut through her inner
reflection.
Her baby sister’s hazel eyes twinkled. Uh-oh. That never ends well.
“Maybe...”
“So I have this date on Saturday and, well, you know I don’t take risks, so I kinda
suggested a double date. He’s already lined someone up. Now I just need you to
agree.”
“No. I don’t want to go on one of your blind dates that you picked up from a hookup site.”
“Dating site.”
“Those things are breeding grounds for men just looking for sex.”
“Not all of them. The trouble is just finding those looking for something else.
Please. You know it wouldn’t hurt you to get out and have some fun. I’m not asking

you to marry the man.”
Her sister’s pleading expression undid any further refusals she had. She could
never deny Peyton when she pulled that face. Little brat knew it too.
***
Breathing in the scents of fresh bread and garlic, Greer tuned out the sounds of
cutlery clinking, and the murmurs of conversations taking part around her. Following
the maître d’, she texted her sister, failing to notice her neighbour seated at their table
until they were alone.
“Well, hello.”
“No. Absolutely not.” She started away only to stumble when a hand caught hold
of her arm.
“Wait. Please. I guess you could say we got off on the wrong foot. I have to admit,
you’re even prettier than your picture. It didn’t even click the other morning.”
Her dark mood turned stormy. “Picture?”
He wrinkled his forehead. He wasn’t the only confused one. “On your dating
profile?”
Laughter burst from her. “Not in this lifetime. That would be my sister. She’s your
date. I’m her plus one.”
“Wow, how do you get all the beautiful ones?” A man materialised beside Asher
with two beers. “Sorry, if I’d known you’d be here I would’ve ordered a wine or
something.”
“Don’t bother. I’m leaving.”
Shrugging off Asher’s grip, she made it a few steps before Peyton came rushing
toward her.
Behind her, the second man spoke to her neighbour, his voice accusatory. “What
did you say to her?”
Panic set in her sister’s eyes. “Where are you going?”
She sighed. “Coming to see what was taking you so long.”
Peyton’s relief was palpable. “Shall we?” Her sister’s face transformed into avid
appreciation when her gaze fell upon their dates. “Wow. We hit the jackpot,” she said
in a loud whisper.
The two men laughed, and Greer’s cheeks burned.
Peyton’s stare practically ate up the second man. “My God, he’s hot.”
“He’s not your date. He is.” She pointed to her neighbour.
Her sister’s eyes widened. “Hello, handsome.”
Greer rolled her eyes while Asher laughed again, his eyes dancing with amusement
before he helped seat her sister.
As she was admiring his gentlemanly behaviour, something she hadn’t expected,
the second man assisted her. Peyton winked at her from across the round table, a man
on either side of them.
“Greer Kennedy.”
He shook her offered hand. “Zane Hayes.”
Hayes. “The brother?”
“With the boxes,” he clarified with a grin not quite as blinding as his brother’s.
Her blush flamed. “I apologise. I can only imagine how I came off in that story.
My only excuse is that I was running late for an important meeting.”
“Actually, Ash just mentioned not to leave the boxes in the hallway, otherwise
pretty brunettes will trip over them.”

“Did he?” Her gaze cut to Asher, engrossed in his conversation with her sister. As
if feeling her avid interest, he turned toward her and cocked an eyebrow.
Greer looked away, flushing from that one look.
“He’s not such a bad guy. Once you get to know him and see past his geeky side.”
Geeky side? The man didn’t have any of the quirky traits she associated with the
type. He certainly wasn’t self-conscious or socially awkward. Unlike her.
Gaze drifting back to him, Greer caught herself and focused on her companion.
Zane’s dark hair was longer than she typically liked, but the unruly tresses that curled
around his ears suited him. His eyes were as dark as his brother’s, but that was where
the similarities ended. While neither man wore a tie, Zane’s shirt was undone to the
fourth button, revealing a bit too much chest for her taste during a meet and greet
dinner, and his sleeves were folded. His brother looked slightly more conservative yet
rocked the look. She hadn’t been the only one to notice. Many female heads had
turned to take an appreciative and somewhat predatory glance.
Greer forced her mind, having drifted once more to Ash, back to her companion.
“So you just moved here?”
Zane took a healthy swallow of his beer. “Yeah, my band got offered a full time set
at a night club downtown—I’m a guitarist.”
“Wow, that’s amazing. Which club?” This from Peyton, who now leaned toward
Zane in an effort to hear his answer.
“Flecks.”
Her sister’s eyes widened. “Get out. That’s so totally awesome. I love that club. I
go there all the time.”
Greer wasn’t surprised. While she’d never been a partier, her early to mid-twenties
reserved for studying, obtaining good grades and working harder than anyone else in
her father’s company, she had to remind herself Peyton was only just reaching her
mid-twenties now.
“Maybe I’ll see you there?”
“You bet! When’s your opening night? I’ll invite all my friends.”
“A month from Friday. I can’t wait to see you there.”
Peyton remained beaming as the waiter came and took their orders before
declaring she needed a bathroom break, dragging Greer with her.
“Can you believe it? Am I crazy, or is this date going really well?”
Shrugging, Greer fixed her makeup. It had been months since she’d been on a date
and even longer since she’d had a boyfriend. The last one leaving a sour taste in her
mouth, believing his best bet in getting to the top would be to date the boss’s
daughter, making her look all the more the fool and twit being so easily seduced. Not
to mention being the final factor in leaving the company.
“Thank you for coming tonight. I know you didn’t want to.”
“You’re welcome, Pey. You know I’ll do just about anything for you, baby sis.”
She gave her sister a quick hug. “Let’s get back to those gorgeous men before they
hightail it out on us.”
Peyton smiled. “They so would not. We’ve got them wrapped around our little
fingers.”
Greer let out an unbelieving snort as they returned to their table.
The moment Peyton sat, she began firing off questions to Zane about his band. If
he hadn’t been sucking up the attention, Greer might’ve felt sorry for him. Instead,
she watched with amusement until Ash shifted, his thigh grazing hers. She glared, her
scowl dissolving when she realised it wasn’t a calculated move, merely an accident.
Amusement dancing on his face, he turned his head, and the breath caught in her

throat. He had no right to look so handsome. It made trying to hate him extremely
difficult, though why she was determined to remain distant from him, she didn’t
know.
“I do believe our dates have been hijacked.”
“Seems that way.”
His grin slipped into a frown. “Please stay. Let me get you a drink to apologise. I
really had no idea I was making so much noise and garnering a bad reputation.”
Did she seem like such a bitch to leave him high and dry? Yes, she reflected, she
probably did. Nothing in her previous actions revealed the woman within, only the
shrew.
“Okay.”
He beamed. “And dessert. Something chocolate.”
Her eyes widened. “No, I couldn’t.”
“Yes, you can.” He studied her face, his gaze drifting lower to the tasteful cleavage
revealed by her navy dress before jerking back to meet her eyes, an unrepentant look
on his face. “You know, you’re not as quiet as you think you are.”
The blood drained from her face.
He laughed. “I didn’t mean that. Six am morning runs, thirty-five minute showers
and that comedy show you like so much.”
The blood returned to her face, burning her cheeks in mortification. She’d never
noticed the walls were that thin. “Dear lord.”
“Relax. I don’t mind.”
His tone suggested he’d given those showers a lot of thought. When she should’ve
been angry or disgusted, Greer found herself smiling in wry amusement.
“I guess I owe you an apology.”
“You guess?” His almost black eyes pierced her straight down to her heart and
some dormant place south.
“I’m sorry.”
“I just wish you would’ve told me sooner. To think all this time you’ve been right
across the hall.”
Clearing her throat, she leaned back to break the sensual web his words had woven
around them. She wasn’t looking for a boyfriend or even an evening partner. Or was
she?
Her body hummed in Asher’s presence, every nerve ending begging for his touch.
His gaze held her hostage, as though she was no more than his willing puppet, and
yet she didn’t mind. Fiercely independent, she should have been afraid of this;
instead, it sent a rush of desire throughout her body.
One side of his mouth lifted. Had he read her mind? Or maybe just her face? She
probably looked like a love-struck fool mooning over her first crush.
Swallowing hard, she wiped all emotion from her face as if this were no more than
a business meeting with an investor. She didn’t need complications in her life right
now, and something told her Ash would twist her up emotionally. Greer needed to
focus on her business, to make it a success and to prove to herself—and yes, her
father, though why she felt the need to show him she was just as worthy as any of his
real employees was beyond her. His perception of her would never change.
Part of her inner fire died, and the change in Asher told her he’d noticed.
He placed a hand over hers. “You okay?”
Not trusting her voice, she forced a smile and nodded.
His arched brow said he didn’t believe her, yet didn’t push her to reveal her pain.
He retreated. His hand slid from hers, taking with it warmth and comfort, and she bit

back a protest. She craved that touch.
“Well, it appears she found the better man.”
Greer winced, seeing both Zane and Peyton were equally smitten.
She worried her lower lip. “Hope you don’t mind.”
“Nah, I’m pretty sure I got the better end of the deal anyway.”
She couldn’t help smiling. Smooth charmer that he was.
***
Asher hailed a cab, then turned to her. “I guess it would make sense to share.”
Considering they lived next door to each other, it did. Plus, she didn’t want to have
another argument with him. Only moments ago, he’d reached for the cheque and
she’d protested, flatly refusing that he pay. In the end they’d split it fairly, each
paying for themselves and their sibling, seeing how, huddled together whispering in
each other’s ears, neither had offered.
Agreeing, Asher opened the passenger door and indicated she take it.
“Oh no, please, I insist. You have the longer legs.”
His gaze travelled the length of her legs peeking out from beneath her mid-thigh
hem. Heat exploded, leaving her aching and her mouth losing all moisture.
“Not from where I’m looking.”
Her stomach fluttered. He moved past her to open the back seat door. After
graciously thanking him, she slid across the seat as ladylike as she could until she
reached the furthest spot. Once she’d settled, Zane and Peyton joined, lost in their
own world, which soon turned to a heavy make out session. Greer blushed and turned
her attention out the window, but not before catching Ash’s gaze.
Reaching their destination, Greer politely pressed on her sister’s shoulder,
breathing a sigh of relief that quickly disappeared when they reluctantly parted and
climbed out of the cab as Greer joined Ash on the sidewalk. He paid the driver.
“Thank you.”
Shrugging as if no big deal, he allowed her to precede him into building and
elevator. The doors opened on their floor in time for them to see two mouths fused
together enter his apartment and the door slam shut.
Asher grimaced, running stiff fingers through the wealth of dark, wavy hair. “Well
this is awkward.”
She couldn’t agree more. “I guess it’ll only be neighbourly to invite you in.”
His expression lifted.
“But I warn you, try anything and I’ll forcibly remove you with the business end of
my three-inch heels.”
“Noted.”
Enjoying herself more than she thought she would’ve, even with the surprise that
her date was a man she’d put a lot of energy into hating when she shouldn’t have
bothered, Greer unlocked her door. As she’d come to expect from Asher, he held it
open, allowing her to enter first. A thrill zapped through her at his chivalry.
His gaze ran over her pristine apartment. A moment of panic set in, and she
searched the floor and furniture for any discarded clothes. She wasn’t nearly as tidy as
her apartment indicated. Tonight was a rare occurrence.
“Coffee?”
“Please.” He continued to study her layout, her main living area a combination of
kitchen, dining, study and family rooms. “This is much more open than mine.”
Greer frowned. She’d thought being in the same building, the apartments would all

be similar and said as much.
“Nope. Previous owner considered himself a fixer upper. Gutted the place. Damn
shame now that I see the original result.”
She handed him a mug filled with streaming coffee, and their fingers met. A tingle
raced all the way down to her lower extremities. Swallowing a gasp, she sank into her
cream leather sofa.
“Do you want to talk about what happened in the restaurant?”
Greer didn’t pretend not to understand. It’s not as though she needed to make a
good impression. She sighed and explained her father’s lack of her support. His
anticipation of her failure. How she’d left his company when she’d realised she’d
never be taken seriously.
“His loss, from where I’m standing. You’re a pretty special woman. I mean it. You
go on a blind date just to ensure your sister is safe and stay even when the date turns
out to be a man you don’t like too much. I call that special.”
“I may have been wrong about you.”
“I don’t doubt that. I’m a great guy.”
She fought against smiling. He really was incorrigible. He tucked her hair behind
her ear, his touch gentle and lingering. Her stomach flipped, and her breath stilled as
her gaze found the heat in his. Greer couldn’t remember the last time a man had
looked at her as though she were his salvation, and Greer found her opinion of him
changing again. She tended to be high-strung, whereas he seemed to take things in
stride. Like the reason he was currently camped out on her sofa. She and Peyton
couldn’t be more different. Greer was reserved—cold, even, whereas Peyton bounced
from one adventure to the next.
Would she actually allow him to kiss her? Her body screamed yes. The fact that it
was so uncharacteristic of her made her lean toward him, wanting once to be
spontaneous and not plan her day down to the microsecond. Palms sweating, she ran
them over the fabric of her skirt. From the way her heart pounded, she’d have thought
this was her first ever kiss. All the more reason to throw caution to the wind and live
in the moment.
Shifting closer, her thigh pressed against Asher’s, Greer found herself enclosed in
his arms, held loosely yet securely. Lips parting, she closed her eyes, her body filled
with anticipation, vibrating with need. His breath fanned her skin. Her stomach
fluttered as he slid his fingers into her hair, anchoring her, tilting her head to the
perfect angle for what she hoped would be the most devouring of kisses. Placing her
hand over his heart, she could feel the quick beat that told her she wasn’t the only one
affected, before cupping her palm over his neck, pulling him to her.
Music blared, so unexpected it made her jump, pulling her from the moment. An
unfulfilled sob escaped her lips, her body so cold and lonely, knowing she’d been so
close to fire. She answered her phone, her voice husky with irritation, and listened as
her whole world came crashing down around her. Her heart plummeted, dread
blossoming in the pit of her stomach until it weighed her down.
“Oh, no. No, no, no.” Pacing, her agitation sky-rocketing, she felt adrift, her world
bleak, despair overriding her senses. All her plans for nothing.
Asher caught her arms and stilled her. “Calm down.”
Breaking his hold, she glared at him. “Don’t tell me to calm down. You don’t
understand this is my future. My future.”
“I hear you, but breathe. In. Out. Good. Now tell me what’s wrong.”
Her lip trembled as tears gathered. Not now. Not when she was so close. Unable to
stand being emotional, a weakness in business and one of the reasons her father never

took her seriously, she bit down on her traitorous lip. “My site. It’s crashed. It was set
to go live in just over twenty-four hours.”
“Laptop?” He found it on her coffee table.
“What are you doing? Don’t break it.”
“I don’t plan to.”
Wringing her hands, she paced before him. After what seemed like hours, he
leaned back against the cushion and looked at her with a satisfied smile. “Back up and
running.”
Her knees almost collapsed. Relief made her dizzy. “Are you serious?”
Asher nodded his head, completely at ease, confidence spilling from him in
waves.
“Thank you.” She leaned in to kiss his cheek, but at the last minute, he turned and
her lips met his. She narrowed her eyes. “You did that on purpose.”
“I swear. Complete serendipity.”
Greer focused back on her website. “You have no idea what you did.”
“I have a pretty good idea. I’ve been kissing for some time.”
She smacked him hard on the shoulder. “Not that. You just saved my business and
me from having to slink back to my father as a failure.”
“I’m glad I could be of service. How about a proper dinner?”
Her heart did a happy dance. “I’d like that.”
“Me too.”
Before she understood his intention, he fused his lips to hers with gentle pressure,
and his tongue was seeking entrance to her mouth. Moaning, she parted her lips, and
he slipped inside. Catching hold of his shirt lapels, Greer pulled him closer until they
were chest to chest.
The door opened, surprising them both. Greer jumped guiltily away. A dishevelled
Peyton appeared, cheeks reddening when her gaze caught them. “Oh, hi.”
Ash cocked an eyebrow. “Well, I can’t speak for the sexual prowess of my
brother.”
Peyton shuffled on her feet. “He was perfectly satisfactory. I would’ve stayed, but
I have an early morning.” Her gaze bounced from Greer to Asher and back again.
“Can I stay here, or are you busy?”
Ash’s eyebrows rose hopefully. “Are you busy?”
“Goodnight, Ash.”
He took her answer in stride. Nodding, he departed, closing the door behind him.
***
Greer took a deep breath and kept her smile plastered to her face. She glanced at
the delicate watch gracing her wrist. Only a few minutes before her speech. Where
was he? Greer tried not to let the disappointment at Ash’s no-show get her down. This
was her moment to shine, years of networking and strategising about to pay off. She
shouldn’t be allowing a man she hardly knew dampen her mood. But she was. She’d
believed Ash was different. He seemed to generally care about her, at least enough to
allow himself to be nominated as her plus-one at her business’s launch. She’d agreed
because, while she didn’t need a man beside her, it would look good to appear to have
a supportive partner by her side. Now she was getting ahead of herself. Asher Hayes
was not her boyfriend. He was simply a fill-in. A nice six-foot fill-in who made her
body hum and had an uncanny knack for making her laugh.
Hurt sliced through her. She knew better.

Her only excuse was having spent more time than necessary reliving that kiss,
simple as it was, over and over in her mind. She slowed it down so she could
concentrate on the press of his lips against her own, imagining what it would’ve been
like to go further.
For a man she hadn’t liked a few days ago, he suddenly monopolised her thoughts.
He’d made her mind complete mush, filling it with romantic fantasies when she was
usually so practical.
A blur caught her attention, and happiness burst inside her as Ash rushed toward
her, dressed devilishly handsome in a suit. Not that she hadn’t seen him looking
spectacular before, but all decked out was a sight to behold.
He pecked her on the cheek as he settled a hand on her waist. Greer
promptly forgot about the crowd around her, blocking out the chatter and her earlier
displeasure with him.
“I’m so sorry I’m late.” He pulled back to look her in the eye. “I’ve messed up,
haven’t I?”
Smiling at his obvious distress, Greer decided to go easy on him. “I think after
what you did last night, you get a freebie.”
His smile had her belly flipping. “How many do I get?”
She wet her lips. “We’ll take it case by case.”
He squeezed her waist. “I look forward to negotiating.” A rose materialised in front
of her.
A sigh escaped as she took the delicate flower.
“At least I did something right. You look like a flower girl.”
“I am. Thank you.”
How could she have been so wrong about him? She’d completely underestimated
him. He was nothing like her original perception. Kind and patient. Calm. He took her
sister’s shift of interest in stride when most men’s egos would be bruised. Quick to
smile and joke, yet he could be serious and soothing. Her heart blossomed. No. It was
much too soon. She couldn’t possibly be falling for him. But she was afraid she
already had. Somehow, he’d managed to crawl into her heart and burrow there.
“You know this doesn’t count, right?” Her confusion must’ve been clear. “Our
date. It doesn’t count until we at least have dinner alone.”
Placing a hand over her stomach, she willed the butterflies to still. “What took you
so long?” Saying the words, she realised she didn’t mean just tonight.
“I had to pick up Zane, and then traffic was horrendous.”
Now that he mentioned Zane, she saw the man wrapped around her sister.
“That could be us.” Ash’s breath warmed the shell of her ear. She shivered.
“I refuse to look dishevelled when I make my speech.”
“Afterwards, then?”
Smiling, she rose up on tippy toes to kiss his cheek, his skin soft beneath her lips
and smelling delicious. “Absolutely.”
Not only did she like this man, but also she liked the type of woman she was
around him. Confident and sensual. Relaxed. He seemed to know her more than
anyone had before. Possibly even more than she knew herself. He brought out the best
in her.
“You know those women…”
“Is now really the best time to bring them up?”
“They are when they’re my sisters. I have four. I just don’t want you to have the
wrong idea about me. I’m no saint. But I’m not a player either. I can’t guarantee I
won’t make you cry. I can say I’ll frustrate and exasperate you, but I’m willing to

give whatever this is a try if you are.”
Heart bursting in her chest, Greer couldn’t stop smiling. Tripping over that damned
box was the best thing to happen to her. “Yes.”
Ash pulled her closer, his hold firm on her waist. Lowering his head, he kissed her
softly. Her blood hummed as he glided his tongue over hers in a sensual tease. She
couldn’t wait until they were alone. The pressure deepened, and a moan escaped. He
pulled back, his eyes full of promises that robbed her mouth of moisture.
As unexpected as it was, there was no denying it now. She was completely head
over heels in love with Asher Hayes.
***
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That Weekend
a short story
A. Gorman
Chapter One
Old school hip hop music thumps in my ears, and multi-colored strobe lights
assault my eyes as I make my way through Club Jax to the bar. Looking around, I
don’t see Claudia sitting at the bar where I left her. She’s ditched me again, but this
time, I have no clue how I’m going to get back into the hotel. I’ll figure that out later,
because I’m not ready to leave the club. I didn’t spend twenty-five dollars to get in
here not to dance or enjoy myself.
I pull out my cell phone with my wallet from my purse and my texts confirm my
suspicion; Claudia found herself a random hookup, and she’ll return when she’s
finished. Walking up to the bar, I order a Purple Haze shot, and slam it back before
going out to the dance floor. The party needs to start now.
The alcohol burns as it goes down my throat and into my stomach, and I wish I had
eaten before coming to the club, I guess it’s too late for that. I stumble over to the
oversized chairs that surround the dance floor. Hesitating, I step out on the floor by
myself, as a surge of adrenaline shoots through my body from excitement or alcohol;
I’m not sure which.
As Salt N Pepa rap Push It, I step out onto the floor and let the music consume me.
The beat of the music takes over my body, and I head toward a group of women who
look around my age. They seem to be having a good time, and I give them all a small
wave and a smile.
“Hi!” a bubbly blonde says, and everyone else waves to me, welcoming me into
their little dance group. We continue to grind it up on the floor. After a several songs
play, I have to go to the restroom.
“I’ll see you all in a bit. I have to go to the ladies room.”
“Come back out here when you’re finished. I’m Lilly, by the way.”
“Nice to meet you, Lilly. I’m Geneve. I’ll be right back.” I turn around, walking
off the dance floor straight to the restroom. There’s a line when I arrive and I know
this is going to take a while. Checking my phone again, I see that Claudia hasn’t
texted me back. She’s a lucky whore, but I hope this isn’t an all-nighter,
Walking out of the restroom fifteen minutes later, I glance up at the dance floor
and notice Lilly and her friends aren’t there anymore. I’m not paying attention where
I’m walking, I stumble, and fall to the floor in slow motion. Strong, warm hands stop
my body from hitting the floor face first. My body is on fire from embarrassment or
this man’s touch. He slowly lifts me upright and turns me around to face him. Our
eyes meet and his bronze colored eyes burn through me, causing my body to tremble
under his hold.
He leans in, whispering in my ear, “Are you okay?”
His deep, smooth voice makes me groan internally and heat builds between my
legs, momentarily making me forget where I am.
“Miss?” He looks at me with concern.
“Um, yeah, I’m fine,” I say, finding my voice.

“Are you sure?”
“Yes, thank you. I tend to be a little clumsy at times.”
“You’re welcome. I’m Rowan. And you are?”
“Geneve.”
“Nice to meet you, Geneve,” he says, my name rolling of his tongue. “You might
want to be a little more careful walking around in a club full of people, especially in
those heels.”
“Yeah, I need to pay attention to where I’m going. Sorry about that and thank
you.”
“Anytime.” He smiles, showing deep dimples on both sides of his face. I’m
tempted to lick them, but stopping before I make a fool of myself.
Removing myself from his grasp, I smile and turn around, sauntering to the bar.
My racing libido needs a drink to calm down, and I spot Lilly and her group by the
bar. Weaving in and around dancing bodies, I meet up with the ladies.
“Hey, girl. I thought you got lost.” Lilly laughs as she hands me a shot. “We are
celebrating this girl’s birthday.” She points at a trashed brunette. “That’s Liz, by the
way. From left to right are Shelly, Victoria, Beth, and Silva. Ladies, this is Geneve.
The more the merrier, I say.”
“Hey, Geneve,” echoes around me.
“I hope you like vodka. That’s what we are having tonight. Bottoms up!” We all
down the shots, slamming the glasses down on the bar top.
“Another round,” Liz slurs.
“Coming up!” Lilly shouts.
I lose track of how many shots we’ve had, and we stumble our way onto the dance
floor. After grooving to at least a dozen songs, the urge to sit down overcomes me. I
see an open chair near the dance floor and clumsily make my way over to it, and
decide to sit there until Claudia comes back. She should be able to find me sitting
here.
My body feels as if I’m sinking in cement, and my mind fades into a fuzzy
darkness. I fight it from taking over, but the melodic rhythm of You Got Me by The
Roots lulls me into a deep sleep.

Chapter Two
I groggily wake up, and it feels like a thumping bass is inside my head, trying to
get out. I open my eyes a bit and glance around, realizing I’m in an unfamiliar room;
this isn’t where I’m staying with Claudia. Pulling the covers up around me, I notice
my little black dress from last night is still on. Where in hell am I? I look around the
room and see a gray suit jacket on the back of a chair. Gazing around past the chair, I
notice a man’s watch and wallet on the table.
“Ah. Glad to see you awake. I was beginning to worry. How do you feel?” says a
sexy tenor voice coming from behind me. Slightly moving my head to the left, I see
the hot guy from the club last night. What was his name?
“I, um…” My throat dries out. I try to swallow, but I’m unable. He hands me a
bottle of water from the table and I slowly drink it, letting it quench my parched

mouth and throat. “Thank you. My head hurts a little…I can’t remember coming here
or your name.”
“Rowan Holverson.” He offers me his hand to shake. I clasp it and tingles erupt
under his touch. I don’t want to let go but I do, slowly. “I brought you here after you
passed out at the club. Were you trying to give yourself alcohol poisoning?”
“No, I was waiting on a friend to come back and I drank more than I thought. I
remember doing shots with some ladies and dancing most of the night with them.
Other than that, I don’t remember much. Where are we?”
“The Four Seasons downtown Boston.” Damn, this guy has to have some money.
“Um…where’s the bathroom? I need to freshen up.” Like now.
“On your left. I’m going in the other room to make a few phone calls so you can
have your privacy.”
“Thank you.” I wait until he leaves the room and throw back the covers, making
sure my dress is covering me, and stagger to the bathroom before my bladder
explodes.
After washing my hands, I look at myself in the mirror. I have makeup all over my
face and my eyes are blood shot. I’ve never looked this strung out before in my life. I
grab a washcloth off the shelf and wet it, cleaning my face, and I notice a tube of
toothpaste on the counter. Dabbing some on my finger, I finger brush my teeth. I’m
sure my breath needed that.
Giving myself a once over, I unsteadily walk out the bathroom and grab my purse
that is lying on the nightstand. Unzipping it to pull out my phone, I see it’s missing.
Great. I’ve lost my phone.
Taking a deep breath, trying to clear my head, I walk out the way Rowan did and
notice that he is still on the phone. He looks up, our eyes meet, and he quickly ends
the call.
“Sorry, I didn’t think that would take as long as it did,” he says, running his hands
down his face.
“You’re fine. By chance, have you seen my cell phone?”
“Yes, I plugged it into the charger because the low battery warning was beeping.”
“Oh, good. Thank you. I need to text Claudia so she knows I’m okay.”
“I’ll get it for you, make yourself comfortable,” he says as he walks by me and into
the bedroom.
I take a seat in an oversized chair close to the door in case I need to bolt, but he
doesn’t make me feel uncomfortable. Actually, there’s something about him that
makes me want to get to know more about him. He’s mysterious and that draws me to
him, I think.
“Here you go,” he says, handing me my phone.
“Thank you.” I look through my messages and laugh when I read the messages
from Claudia. I look up and see him staring at me. “She thinks I pulled a her…”
“And that would be?”
“A random hook up.” I cover my mouth with my hand after blurting that out.
“Oh. Is that your kind of thing?” I look at him in shock, and he smirks.
“I know I’m here…but if you did bring me here for a booty call, sorry. You picked
up the wrong girl.”
“I didn’t bring you here for sex, Ms.?”
“Vergennes.”
“Ms. Vergennes. I brought you here because my sister Lilly was worried about
you. Also, I didn’t want a sexual predator taking advantage of your condition.”
“How do I know you’re not a predator?”

“If I were, I’d already had my way with you since you were in my bed. While you
slept there, I was a gentleman and slept on the couch.”
“I’m sorry to be so bitchy, I’m disappointed in myself and shouldn’t be lashing out
at you. This is something I never do.”
“Which? Go to a stranger’s hotel room or drink to the point of passing out?”
“Both.”
“I see. How’s your appetite? I ordered lunch while you were freshening up. It
should be delivered within ten minutes.”
Shit, what time is it? I glance at my phone and realize Claudia won’t be home for
another hour. So I’m stuck until she wraps up her photoshoot.
“Something to eat sounds good.”
“Good That should help your head. I told them to bring Aleve for you, as well.”
“Thank you.”
***
After eating a filling lunch of chicken noodle soup and toasted cheese sandwich, I
begin to think I’ve overstayed my welcome. Glancing down at my phone, I see it’s 2
pm, and Claudia should be back at the hotel soon. I don’t want to seem like I’m taking
advantage of his generosity.
“Is there any way to thank you for watching over me?”
He looks at me for a moment, contemplating his words; his forehead slightly
winkles in thought. “What are your plans for this evening?”
“I’m not sure. My friend is at a modeling gig right now and I won’t know her plans
until she gets back to the hotel.”
“Have dinner with me tonight.”
“Umm, how would that be repayment for all you have done for me?”
“Honestly, I won’t take no for an answer. My date canceled on me when she found
out I had another woman in my room, and I need a date for tonight.”
“Since I’m the reason you don’t have a date, I can’t say no. But I don’t know if I
have anything suitable to wear for dinner.”
“You don’t dress like this all the time?” he asks, pointing at my dress.
“No, Claudia actually picked this out. I’d be fired for wearing something like this
to the library where I work.”
“Hmm. I can see that.”
“What do you mean?”
“You fit that hot librarian stereotype.”
I laugh. “Not even close.”
“You need to look in the mirror.” His tone is serious, and he looks at me as if he
could devour me.
My cellphone rings, diverting my thoughts. I look down and see it’s Claudia.
“Excuse me, I need to take this.” I get up and walk back to the bedroom. “Hello…”
Claudia rambles that she’s on her way back to the hotel.
“I’ll be back to the hotel in fifteen minutes. As soon as you get back, I want to hear
all about this guy!” she rushes out.
“Umm, there’s not much to discuss really. I’ll see you shortly. Bye,” I quietly
state.
“Bye, Eve,” she says before she hangs up.

Rowan is on his phone when I walk back in the room, and I as stop by the couch,
he looks back up at me. His eyes scan my face, trying to figure me out, and I can’t
read him. He is so mysterious and hidden.
“That was Claudia, and she’s on her way back to the hotel so I can get out of your
way. What time tonight?”
“Six,” he says.
“Do you want to meet up or—”
“I’ll pick you up at your hotel, which is where I’m taking you now.”
“That’s not necessary, Rowan.” His name rolls off my tongue.
“I told my sister I would make sure that you made it back to your hotel safe and
sound. And that’s exactly what I’ll do.”
“Oh. Well, thank you,” I say. “My shoes?”
“I’ll grab them.” He winks and walks by me. In a few moments, he returns with the
black Jimmy Choo’s I rewarded myself with when I graduated from college a few
years ago. I’m sure I’m still paying them off.
“Thanks.” Once I slip on my shoes and have my purse, he opens the door and
shows me out. So, this is kind of what the walk of shame feels like.
“Where are you staying?” he says as we exit the hotel.
“Nine Zero,” I say.
“That’s not too far away from here,” he says, before asking the concierge for a cab.
“Good. It’s where Claudia’s agency paid for her to stay while she’s doing the shoot
here,” I blurt out.
“Are you not from Boston?” he asks as he waits for me to get into the cab first.
“No, Amherst, and Claudia lives in New York City. We were college roommates.”
“So she’s the model, jet setting around the world and you’re stuck in a place full of
dust?”
“You make it sounds horrible when you describe it like that. I love books, and they
aren’t full of dust. There are breathtaking journeys within the pages,” I say with a hint
of annoyance in my voice. Books are amazing.
“You make reading sound exciting.”
“Reading is very exciting,” I say, winking at him.
He fumbles around in his inner coat pocket and pulls out what looks like a business
card.
“Here’s my number,” he says, handing the thick textured paper card. “Please text
me your number so I have it and I’ll text you when I’m on my way.”
I nod and look down at the card, trying not to gasp. Rowan Holverson, Holverson
Vodka CEO. Holy shit. He’s one of Boston’s most eligible bachelors and a billionaire.
“Sent,” I whisper in awe of sitting next to someone so rich.
A few moments later, the quiet vibration of his phone buzzes in his hand.
“Got it. Thank you. We’re here.” The valet opens the door and he gets out. He
turns, offering me his hand to assist me out of the cab.
“Thank you. I’ll see you tonight, Rowan.”
“Until tonight, Geneve.”
I walk into the hotel, trying not to look back. Once I’m inside, I let out the breath
that’s been trapped in my lungs since we left The Four Seasons, and I turn to see his
eyes following me. Our eyes meet and I feel like he’s seeing all the way through to
my soul. Goose bumps appear on my skin as chills race down my spine. Turning back
around to the bank of elevators, I make my way through the hotel and up to the room.

Chapter Three
I knock on the door, hoping that this is the correct room. A few moments later, the
door swings open and Claudia pulls me through the threshold into the suite, and
quickly shuts the door behind her.
“So, tell me. Did you get sexed up?” she asks, excited.
I turn away from her and sit down on the bed I was supposed to sleep in last night.
“No, he’s not like that…or at least I don’t think he is.”
She looks at me, confused by my statement. “What do you mean, ‘he’s not like
that’?” She thinks for a few moments. “He’s gay?” she shouts out.
“Nooooo! I don’t think he was looking for a hook up. The situation was out of an
obligation.”
“Oh. Men don’t do things for the hell of it, Eve.”
“He was doing it for his sister. She was one of the chicks I was drinking with last
night.”
“Still…I’m sure there’s some underlying motive.”
“Well, I’m going to dinner with him tonight,” I say, biting my nails.
“And you don’t think he likes you?”
“It’s kind of repayment for last night. His date canceled on him because of me.”
“What?”
“Yeah, he didn’t go into details. He asked me to dinner because he needed a date
for tonight,” I toss out to her nonchalantly.
“Again, men don’t just ask someone random to dinner.”
“Possibly, especially women like me.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Claudia, he’s loaded. He’s worth billions…and I’m a librarian who rarely sees
people like him.”
“Who is he?”
“Rowan Holverson.”
“The Boston’s most eligible bachelor Rowan Holverson?” She jumps on the bed
beside me, wanting more information.
“Yes, I think so. That’s what his business card says,” I toss back at her.
“We need to make sure you look stunning tonight… You looked hot last night, but
tonight, you need Mr. Holverson eating out of your hand.”
“I don’t know. There’s something about him. He reminds me of that control freak
photographer you dated in college…”
“Who, Alec?”
“Yes! Rowan basically told me I was going to dinner with him, but he made me
feel comfortable about letting him take control of my decision, very dominant.”
“He would have to be with what he does in life. I think you’re comparing Rowan
to Alec because you’ve never met anyone that has piqued your interest like him, and
you’re trying to come up with an excuse not to like him.”
“Rowan definitely has something dark going on about him…and I want to find out
what it is. However, I won’t if I’m not showered and dressed soon. ”
“Okay. I’ll pick out a few things for you to look at as choices to wear tonight.”
“Great. Thank you.”
“Do you need me to order anything to eat or drink for you?”

“No, I ate with Rowan.”
“He fed you too…”
“Seriously, Claudia, I think you’re reading way too much in the situation.”
“Doubt it.” She winks. “Enjoy your shower.”
I shake my head and get off the bed to make my way into the bathroom, grabbing
my toiletries from the top of my open suitcase. I can’t wait for the hot water to wash
away the grime and embarrassment of the past twelve hours.
***
The dark, charcoal colored, jersey dress fits me in all the right places, showing off
my curves and ample cleavage. I’m not one to show off this much of the girls, but I’m
not in Amherst where everyone knows me.
I twirl around in the mirror one more time, watching the fabric flow around my
body. The gray fabric shows off the red in my hair, which makes my forest green eyes
shine like emeralds. I check my makeup once again and hope I look good enough to
be on Rowan’s arm.
“Hey, Eve, do you need help with anything else before I leave?”
“No, I’m good, especially since I have a key to the room this time.” I wink at her.
She laughs. “Try not to drink much tonight so you can get laid.”
“You’re so funny. I think you get laid enough for the both of us.”
“You know it, but you need to have fun too. Relax and let go. No one is going to
judge you here.”
“I will.”
“You promise?”
“Yes, I promise. Are you sure I look okay?”
“Gorgeous, darlin’,” she says in a fake Southern drawl.
“The South called, they want their accent back, hootch,” I say straight-faced.
“Yeah, yeah. I’ll see you later tonight. And in case I don’t, check out is at noon
tomorrow,” she says with a smirk.
“I’ll be back tonight.”
“Sure,” she says as she walks out the door, not allowing me to get another word in.
Sitting down in the oversized chair by the window, I glance at the alarm clock on
the dark, wooden nightstand. Five eighteen. I still have time to kill. Instead of sitting
here and watching time slowly pass by, I get up and gather my belongings so I won’t
have to rush around tomorrow.
I put the last of my dirty clothes in my suitcase as my cellphone chimes with a new
text message. Frantically, I search for the blaring phone, finding it packed away inside
of my suitcase. Pressing the power button on the phone, it silences the annoying
chiming, and I swipe the phone open to read my text message.
Rowan: I’m here.
Me: I’ll be down in a few moments.
Rowan: I’ll be at the bar since I’m early.
Me: Okay. I’ll meet you there.
I check myself in the mirror one more time before grabbing my purse with my
room key and phone and head out the door. The walk to the elevator and the ride
down to the ground level take forever. I take a deep breath as I get out of the car,
hoping to catch the eye of one Rowan Holverson.
Claudia is right. I need to have fun…the kind of fun you can have between the
sheets. The noise coming from the bar is loud; there must be a sporting event on TV.

Confidently, I walk in, watching out for flying arms that disagree with what’s going
on in the game, and walk straight to the bar. I feel eyes on me and our eyes meet as I
look up, his bronze eyes watching my every step, and I don’t blink until I’m standing
beside him.
“Geneve,” he says as he grasps my hand and pulls it up to his lips in a gentle kiss.
“Good evening, Rowan.”
“As much as I liked you in that little black dress from last night, this is a lot
better,” he says, still staring at me.
“Thank you,” I say, looking away from his tense gaze, and my confidence
faltering.
“Do you want a drink or are you ready to go?”
“No, I’m still trying to recover from last night. If you’re ready, I am too. So lead
the way.”
He nods; reaching into his pocket he pulls out a twenty and leaves it on the bar.
Rowan stands, and instead of leading me out of the bar, he places his hand in the
small of my back and we walk out together. Heat radiates throughout my body from
his touch. I shiver from the temperature change.
“Are you chilly? Do you need my jacket?”
“No, thank you. I’m fine. It was just a small cold chill, and I’ll be fine once we are
outside.”
“If you change your mind, please let me know.”
We walk toward the exit, and he removes his hand as we reach the outside doors.
He takes my hand, leading me outside. I think he’s going to hail a cab, but instead, we
walk to a black Lexus SUV. A man dressed in black is standing outside of the vehicle
and opens the door as we approach.
“Mr. Holverson, Ms. Vergennes,” the good-looking man states, holding the door
open.
“Thank you, Brady,” Rowan says as he helps me in the backseat. After I’m
situated, he slides in beside me.
“Nice SUV,” I state softly, feeling a little out of my element.
“Thank you.” He smiles. “We are attending a literacy foundation event. With you
being a librarian, I thought you would appreciate attending.” He smiles genuinely.
“Yes, of course.” I return his warm smile.
“Plus, I like being around you.” His smile turns seductive.
“I don’t know how to really answer that,” I reply, biting the inside of my cheek.
“You just did,” he says, as his face shows no sign of emotion.
“I should have said thank you. You’re so straightforward and intense. You make
me at a loss for words and that scares me,” I murmur.
“But you’re here with me now. Am I scary to be around?” he asks, trying to figure
out where I’m coming from.
“No…I can’t explain it. You’re like the ‘moth to a flame’ saying. Knowing I
probably should stay away but I can’t…I don’t want to,” I say as I look at his face.
“You got all of that from the few hours we spent together?” He looks at me with
curiosity dancing in his eyes.
“Yes, I watch people a lot at work. It’s fascinating what you can learn.”
“Hmm. What is your mind telling you now about me?”
He pulls me into him before I can reply and slams his lips onto mine. His tongue
teases my lips, demanding access to my mouth. I open my mouth slightly and he
devours me. The kiss makes me dizzy with lust. He slowly withdraws, wanting an
answer to his question.

“I should run from you…but I won’t.” My voice comes out breathlessly as I look
him in the eyes and lust clouds my vision.
“Very perceptive, Ms. Vergennes. But how about we enjoy the evening before we
make any rash decisions about how correct you are.”
“I can do that…but I’m not always right.”
“And I always get what I want,” he says bluntly with no room for a rebuttal.
The SUV comes to a stop in front of the Boston Conservatory. I look out the
window and see men and women walking around in thousand dollar suits and dresses,
and I feel a little underdressed. All my resolve disappears and Rowan notices my
hesitation.
“You look stunning. Please don’t compare yourself to these people. You’re so
much better than they are; you’re authentic, real,” he says as Brady opens the door.
“Thank you,” I whisper, regaining my composure. I’ve never been around
someone who said precisely what’s on their mind.
He helps me out of the SUV, and we walk into the conservatory, his hand back
where it was when we were leaving the bar, the familiar heat returning to my body. I
suppress the shiver that threatens to roll down my spine. As we walk through the
double doors, Rowan is bombarded by people; every single one them asking who I am
and asking for pictures. He pulls me to his side and I smile for each flash of the
camera.
What have I gotten myself into? Briefly, I close my eyes and slowly take in a deep
breath, and let it out as my chin tilts up. I open my eyes and continue to smile as I
think of my answers. I’m carefree at the moment and I’m going to have fun.
***
The event winds down after eating dinner and meeting several people, more people
than I’ll be able to recall. I’ve talked to the president of the foundation and have
procured a donation for the library, which I didn’t even plan until Rowan brought it
up. Along with the president, meeting the Mayor of Boston and the Governor of
Massachusetts highlighted my evening.
During the evening, the only time Rowan wasn’t at my side was when I excused
myself to the ladies room. He was standing close by when I exited the restroom and
he placed my arm on his, possessively. His behavior was as if he didn’t want to give
anyone the chance to get close to me.
“Are you enjoying yourself?” he asks as he places his arm around my waist.
“Yes, thank you for bringing me tonight.” I smile at him.
“I have to thank you for making this event bearable. Normally, I stay for a few
moments and leave. These type of events aren’t my scene.”
“That isn’t something I would have guessed. You looked like you fit right in.”
“It was easy with you here.”
“What do you—”
“Are you ready to leave?” he asks, cutting me off.
“Yes, if you’ve talked to everyone you needed to.”
Our eyes meet and fire is dancing in his eyes. Without saying anything, he grabs
my hand, leading me to the exit, and out to the SUV. Brady quickly opens the door
and moments later, we are pulling away from the conservatory.
“I have an offer for you,” he says as the street lights light up his face while the
SUV takes us through the downtown.
I look over at his face, trying to find a hint of what his offer may be. “Oh?”

“Yes, I know you don’t know a lot about me, but I want to know more about
you…” He takes his eyes off me and looks out the window. I glance out to see what
has his attention and realize we are driving out of the city.
Before I can ask where we’re going, Rowan’s lips are on mine. I kiss him back,
leaving my hesitation behind. Unfastening the seatbelt, I move to straddle him, and
kiss him fiercely.
He breaks the kiss and takes a breath. “Well, Geneva, that was unexpected.” He
smirks. “I wasn’t sure about my proposal, but now the hell with it. I enjoyed watching
you work the room tonight. You’re a natural and people enjoyed talking with you.
Would you be interested in being a personal liaison between the charity organizations
Holverson Vodka are involved with and myself? ”
“Umm...”
“I know it’s sudden and you don’t know me…and you don’t have to quit your job
or move. Come to Boston one weekend a month, the third weekend, and we will work
together on the projects that are in the works. What do you think?”
I don’t know what to think. I mean it’s an opportunity of a lifetime and it could
lead to so many other things…and I could see Rowan every month.
“I…umm—”
“You will be compensated very well for your work too.”
“It’s not about the money…it’s about the risk. But I am intrigued. Can I resign if I
see that it’s not going to work out?”
“Yes, of course. I might be an asshole, but I’m not that big of an asshole.”
“And how does this work?” I motion between him and me since I’m still straddling
him.
“I’m not sure, but I’m willing to find out in a few minutes,” he says as he pulls me
down and I can feel him through his suit pants. “Are you ready to pull a Claudia?” He
smirks remembering our conversation from this morning.
“No,” I say bluntly, and he frowns. “I’m going to do a Geneve; I’m not the onenight-stand type.”
He smiles. “Good, I don’t think one night would be enough.”
The SUV comes to a stop in front of a brightly lit mansion. Rowan helps me back
down to the seat to make sure I’m presentable and a few moments later, Brady is
opening the door to let us out. As I get out, the sound of water greets my ears and I
assume the Broad Sound is behind his home.
“Welcome to my house, I’ll give you a grand tour later. Right now, there’s only
one room I want you to see; my bedroom.”
“Lead the way,” I say lustfully.
He gently takes ahold of my hand and pulls me through the front door and up the
curved staircase. A few feet away are closed French doors. He stops in front of them,
he lets go of my hand and throws the doors open, revealing a four-poster bed in the
middle of the room.
The bed is fit for a king and I wouldn’t expect anything less from him. I begin to
wonder how many have been in this bed before me.
“You’re the first,” he states.
“I, uh...” I say, wondering if I said that out loud.
“I can read people too.” He winks.
I walk into the room, over to the bed, and run my fingers along the dark blue satin
material.
“Having second thoughts?” he whispers in my ear.

Carefully turning around, I reply, “No.” Pushing my dress off my shoulders, I let it
fall to the floor revealing myself to him.
The fire returns to his eyes and he takes me into his arms, kissing me from my jaw
all the way down to the front of my lacy panties. He makes quick work of undressing
himself down to his boxers. I lick my lips as the material stretches around him. He’s
impressive looking.
He picks me up and gently places me down on the bed, and takes his time teasing
me, making me needy with want. Rowan slowly removes my bra and panties before
taking off his own boxers. Everything after that blurs together as he consumes all my
senses, making me unable to think, only feel.
As I regain consciousness of most intoxicating pleasure I’ve ever received, I
wonder if one weekend a month will be enough…
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The Un-love Letter
by Michelle Jo Quinn

Dearest Georgie,
George stared at the crumpled letter, softened by the moisture of his palms, and
creased at angles from when he'd left it crammed inside his breastpocket. He admired
Martina's smooth-flowing script.
How he wished that it brought him better news.
Searching through his pocket, George felt for that last cigarette he'd saved. Before he
could retrieve it, one appeared in front of him, held by a trembling hand. Kent
nodded--an understanding between two comrades, fighting a war neither of them fully
understood. George watched Kent exhale a circle of smoke.
If they died today, would that be his last memory? It faired better than remembering
how his heart broke into pieces.
I have finally met my prince...
Oceans separated him from Martina--her in Tunisia, patching up the wounded, him
in a foxhole somewhere along the Pacific. What did a lowly farm boy from
Mississippi know about the trivialities of this war?
Kent, who had fought in Guadalcanal, understood the stakes. At least, Kent had a
broad to go home to, ifthey ever did. What did George have--other than his parents, a
piece of crop, and a cow older than his bean-shooter--waiting for him back at the
farm? All he had were a broken heart, and an encumbered dream.
He should have told Martina how he felt before he'd been picked up and shipped to
the other end of the world.
Bullets whipped past them.
His name is Philippe Laurent, an engineer...
We are to be married tomorrow, before moving into the heart of Europe, and
stopping this senseless regime.
George crumpled the stationary, and grabbed hold of the standard-issue rifle resting
between his legs. His hands shook. His chest tightened. He leaned over to Kent, used
the ember from the other man's gasper.
"We're behind an eight-ball, Georgie," Kent said, "Don't go off the track over a
dame."
It was all the push George needed, an affirmation. He took a long drag, stood and
fired at everything. He felt a bite on his leg and one in his shoulder. The force sent
him back into the mud. As he succumbed into the darkness, he called for her,
"Martina, Martina."
***
There were muttered conversations and indistinct faces, but when he came to, he saw
an innocent face of a woman. Angels, they were called. The courageous nurses who
went into the field, caring for the broken and infirm.
Her face lit up into a Lana Turner smile. Heck, he thought she was more beautiful
than the actress. She whispered words to him, meant to make a man relax, instead
they tripped the second hand in his heart.
"Welcome back to the living, soldier."
That, he was--alive--given a second chance, perhaps to love again.

Jane Gordon, of the Navy Nurses Corps, attended to hundreds of men. For George,
she was his own Angel, someone who had saved him from self-destruction. Jane
cared for him until he was well enough to swing his own legs over the bed and limp
around the hospital. On that day, she retrieved a folded piece of paper from her pocket
and handed it to him.
"I believe this is yours. It was in your person when you came in," she said with a
blush on her cheeks.
George looked down at her hand, and enveloped it in his. "Keep it. It belongs to you
now."
Jane lowered her eyes. "I couldn't. It isn't for me."
"But it is." He took the paper, unfolded it, and read the letter he had written for the
woman who owned his heart.
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Lucky Thirteen
Meeting Farmer Charming
by Erin Lee
It’s amazing, the things you forget about. But maybe more remarkable, are the things
you don’t.
As a child, my family made monthly seven-hour trips to visit my grandmother in
Eastern Pennsylvania. We filled the time, driving through sage New York
countryside, singing songs. One favorite was “99 Bottles of Beer on the Wall.” As we
drove, I told my father about what my life would be like as an adult. With Mom and
my four brothers sleeping, he listened to my plans:
I’d live in upstate New York, or close to it, and I’d marry a farmer. Our “forever
house” would be lemon yellow; the color of my hair and the color of the dollhouse
Dad made the summer I turned five. We’d live on a farm with at least one spotted
cow. Her name would be Molly. I loved the smell of manure. I’d roll the windows
down, close my eyes, and inhale as we passed New York dairy farms. Manure smelt of
potential; of things growing.
We’d plant a huge garden each year and I’d pluck fresh green beans for dinner
while Farmer—instead of Prince—Charming fed the cows. We’d have at least one
son—the oldest—who’d be named after his daddy. The pair of them would be
inseparable and the two great loves of my life. Maybe we’d have more children, at
least two or three. I’d name my daughters Emily and Anastasia and we’d paint
together in a meadow behind the farmhouse.
Our yard would host a tire swing from a maple tree for daydreaming. Blue jays and
robins would settle in them, returning every year like family for the holidays. A willow
tree, like the one at Greeley Park, would be my special place to hide and write. I’d
pick fresh flowers every day. Daisies would brighten the wooden farmhouse breakfast
table, where pulpy orange juice and kisses would be served every morning at nine, but
not a minute sooner.
Dad would smile in the rear view mirror, waiting for me to finish, and tell me,
“Sounds like you have a plan. But be careful what you wish for, hon.” As I got older,
he elaborated. He asked, “Do you know how much money farmers make?” or “Are
you aware of how liberal people are in New York? New England is God’s Country.
You should stay put.” I rolled my eyes, shrugged and continued my singing, hoping to
wake any one of my brothers so I’d have someone to play, or even fight, with. “…78
bottles of beer on the wall, 78 bottles of beer. You take one down, pass it around, 77
bottles of beer on the wall,” I’d squawk. Does he realize how liberal Vermont is?
What’s wrong with liberal, anyway?
Seven hours is a long drive to a kid. You can do a lot of daydreaming, fantasizing,
and planning in that time, especially when not one of your dumb brothers will even
wake up for a pit stop at Arbys, a restaurant “God’s Country” doesn’t have. Why
didn’t God give me a sister? I’ll make sure my daughter has a sister. And a brother.
“…10 bottles of beer on the wall…”
***

Thirteen years later, armed with dual degrees in sociology and creative writing,
things have changed. A few good break ups and a new appreciation for what it takes
to make a living, I’ve become a bit more cynical than my younger self would ever
have believed. I’ve been working at my first professional job as a reporter when my
editor comes stumbling out of his office with a lopsided grin. He’s moving toward my
cubicle like a kid on Christmas morning and I’m scared. No, I’m terrified. This.
Can’t. Be. Good.
“Robyn! I have just the story for you! But before you say no, hear me out,” James
grins. Do I have an option to say no? The minimum wage you are paying me has me
sort of trapped. I’m only here until I can finish up my master’s degree. I need to do
something important with my life. The cops and courts beat isn’t cutting it.
I look up from my computer and remind myself not to roll my eyes.
“Sure, James, what’s up?”
I can barely finish the question before he starts in. Like a heroin addict after a good
hit, something I know a lot about from living with them in college, he begins. His
speech is faster than I can keep up with.
“Okay. You know how it’s January? —No, I hadn’t noticed the month at all, but
thanks for asking. —Well, that means next month is what? February. You know what
that means, right?” he asks.
This time, I have a chance to answer. True to form, I do. “No, what does that mean?”
He looks at me like I’ve forgotten my own name and am the first-ever twentysomething case of Parkinson’s on record. “It means Valentine’s Day’s coming!”
“Um hmm.”
“It means we need to run a feature story,” he says, exasperated.
“Um, okay, so what are you looking for?” I am wincing inside at the thought of what
this newly married, in-love, cupid-on-speed may have in mind. Has he missed the
memo that I’m not exactly the romantic type these days? I’m not ten years old
anymore. Love is a fairytale.
“Well, I was thinking. You’re the only single woman in the office,” he says. “And
that’s great, really. It is. …I have the perfect story idea for you and I know you’re
going to love it.”
Great. Perfect. Sexual discrimination much? Why can’t Chubs do it? He’d love some
scandalous story on love. It’s all he thinks about. Constantly on the net, looking for it.
My stomach jumps into my throat and I’m glad I haven’t had time for my typical
McDonald’s number 9 filet of fish value meal just yet. This isn’t going to be pretty.
Does he think my memory is so short term that I don’t remember the part where he
said “before you say no?” Can I even say no?
James takes about twenty minutes to explain in great detail my fate for the next two
weeks. I am to put an ad on Craigslist and go out on dates with the first fourteen—
give or take, I can screen them--guys who respond. Then, I will write about those
dates and determine if it’s really possible to find love on the Internet. Has this man
heard of the Craigslist Killer?
“Get it? Fourteen dates in fourteen days for Valentine’s Day? Isn’t that great? Maybe
you’ll meet someone,” he says.
I don’t remember saying I wanted to meet anyone. After two days of protest, James
has me convinced that fourteen dates in as many days will be a grand adventure—
more grand than returning to my old job with Nicole at Taco Hell anyway.
I’m convinced, with enough pressure, I’d do just about anything. It’s one of my fatal
flaws. I reasoned, how could I let my coworkers—Tom, affectionately known as
Chubs, with no life who pined for the blonde girl who sat next to me, or that same

blonde who had a boyfriend and more dates than one person could possibly swing in a
lifetime—down? The pair of them had a ball setting up my ad, which read something
like: “SWF seeks Soulmate. I’m fun, easy-going (have they met me?), adventurous
(by force), and intelligent. Looking for tall, smart, and funny SWM between the ages
of twenty-one and thirty. Loves writing—yeah, don’t scream dork or anything, maybe
you should tell them about my love for crossword puzzles too—biking and eating out.”
***
The first few dates aren’t so bad. The men are pleasant and let me pick the
restaurants. Most who’ve responded are older and more financially stable than I am.
They always pay and are agreeable to meeting me in public places.
“It’s not so bad, actually,” I explain to Chubs and Blondie over two for $2 filet of
fish lunch on the third day. “I am trying to think of it as a meal plan. I’ve saved a lot
of money eating this way and James feels so bad for me for pushing me into this that
he’s letting me out early so I can go home to get ready for dates.” Shit. I’m starting to
sound like Mom. Maybe I need to rethink this.
I believe clichés are clichés for a reason. If there was ever a cliché that applied to
fourteen dates in so many, it’s the one about “never speak too soon.”
It’s the fourth night of the meal plan. I’ve saved this date for a Friday night because I
am actually looking forward to it. I’ve met a guy named Kevin who has a lot going for
him on paper. Unlike the “grandpas” from the first three nights, whose ages are
beginning to freak me out a little too much, this guy is my age and 6’3. He makes me
laugh when we talk on the phone for a few nights before our date and has a bachelor’s
degree in engineering. He’s sent a picture and is definitely easy on the eyes. I know
this could go somewhere and make a point to get extra dressed up for our date. It’s the
first time I’ve had pre-date jitters in years, not that I’ve really been on dates. I don’t
think you can count meeting for coffee after a shift at Taco Hell, but that’s beside the
point.
Kevin and I spend a nice night at a Chinese food restaurant, followed by a game of
pool. I let him win the game because I’m having too much fun to possibly ruin the
mood. I’ll worry about hugging my inner feminist later. I know, from past experience
with my brothers’ friends, that some guys are threatened by competition and playing
the silly girl who needs instruction on how to chalk a cue is actually quite
entertaining. I’m actually starting to feel guilty about the article I’m supposed to
write. I hadn’t really expected to meet anyone worth dating seriously.
When Kevin invites me back to his place, I can’t help but say yes—too quickly. So
much for my rule of meeting potential serial killers in public. His place is a typical
bachelor’s pad and he immediately pulls out a deck of cards. A game of Canasta had
been his hook for bringing me back to his place. I decide—again—to play along. This
time, I promise myself, I won’t let him win.
After he beats me fair and square, I am even more intrigued. No one had ever beaten
me at Canasta. Damn, he’s smart. He caught right on to me. This guy might have it.
My thoughts about his big brain are what jar my now pea-sized one to ask him about
his job.
“So how do you like engineering? …Where do you work again?” I ask.
“Oh! Funny you should ask. Actually, I hate it! So today, I decided to take matters in
my own hands and quit! Can you believe it? I feel so liberated!”
I try not to choke on the diet Pepsi he’d offered me earlier as I process the
information: unemployed and happy about it.

“You hated that job, or you hate engineering, period?” Don’t be like Mom. Marrying
for money or the potential of money is asking for as much trouble as dating a guy with
no goals. …Marrying? Where did that even come from?
“Oh, I hate engineering, period. My father made me get into it so I could work for
the family business. But I’m all set with that. I’ve decided to do something where you
don’t have to think all day,” he pronounced, like a third grader who’d just made honor
roll. “Isn’t that great?”
“Yes!” I respond, far too excitedly, looking at my watch. “It’s getting late.”
***
Dates five through nine are unmemorable; most are.
Date ten I will never forget, and not for a good reason.
Having learned not to get too excited, I’m downright cold to the men on the list now.
Tired from no down time for graduate school class homework, I am getting in and out
of dates as fast as I can. Even turning dinner dates into coffee dates and forgetting the
meal plan all together, I’ve decided to get the assignment done in a hurry and never
look back. Maybe next year, I decide, they’ll find a new single girl to be the guinea
pig.
Date ten is my karma for being so hard on a guy for throwing away his degree to bag
groceries. After all I’ve been through, who am I to judge? I don’t exactly have my own
shit together either.
David—later known as Mr. Vain—is ridiculously good looking. He looks like he
could lift a car without breaking a sweat and is also the magic 6’3 of my rare-thesedays fantasies. Unfortunately, he knows it.
We aren’t at dinner for more than a minute before Mr. Vain tells me how good
looking he is. Dinner conversation is about his work outs, the amount of reps he does
per set, and how much he can max on a bench press. I swallow steamer after steamer
and even pick off a few of his fries—considering pointing out that he ordered
something fatty, but deciding not to—without him noticing as he tells me about his
reign as prom king and captain of his high school football team. I yawn, but David
doesn’t notice. He wouldn’t. My yawn isn’t about him. Where was he when we did the
unit on personality disorders? I bet he would have let me take him in for the class to
diagnose. As long as it was about him.
Feeling 110 percent back to my high school dweeb, I want to yell at Mr. Vain for all
the boys who teased me back then. I contemplate telling him that his shit does, in fact,
stink. But the steamers are good, the hot butter is better, and as long as he keeps
putting food in front of broke-ass me, it is enough to keep me marginally contained.
Then it is time for dessert.
Our middle aged waitress skips back to our table with a big smile. The plain Jane
type that could be anyone’s mom, she approaches us with her dancing order notebook.
I like her instantly. I lick my lips.
“What would we like for dessert?” she asks.
“Oh, I don’t need dessert,” David announces, winking at me. I assumed this is
because it would mess up his high protein diet; he never ate his fries. “I’m actually
eating her for dessert.”
I turn about ten shades of pink, fuchsia, mauve and lavender, then back again. The
waitress’s cheeks match my own. She, God bless her, tries to “save” me by pretending
she doesn’t get the overtly sexual undertone in his body language and drawl.
“Oh, well then, not hungry. I can get the check for you,” she says.
“Oh, I am hungry. I am going to eat her.”

Now, I’m thinking, serial rapist. This is where that thing about having a death wish
comes into the whole online dating thing. I’m clearly not interested in being eaten by
a gym rat on steroids who spends more time in the mirror than a teenage girl. But
more interesting, is why would he want to eat me at all? He might know my name; I
doubt it. He certainly knows nothing more about me than what Chubs and Blondie put
in the ad. And I hate aerobics!
This man, who hasn’t asked me a single question about myself, is now staring
intently at me, completely ignoring the waitress, who has given up and has left me
alone with this pig. She keeps looking back at our table. I want to run into her arms
and cry. Don’t. Leave. Me!
“I am going to eat you, aren’t I?” he demands, more than asks.
Thank God I brought my car. “Yeah, I don’t think that’s going to happen,” I say,
fidgeting for my keys in my purse.
“Oh, it will happen!” he insists, chuckling.
Our waitress is back and listening. She can clearly see what a pig this man is and that
I am uncomfortable.
“She says I can’t have her for dessert!” he says, pushing the check toward me. “If
that’s the case, she can pay. Or, she can do dishes.” He crosses his arms over his chest
and grins at the mortified waitress.
He misses her momma bear scowl, written all over her rutted forehead.
“Now, listen. The check is for the man—didn’t your mother teach you anything? —
and this young lady looks like she wants to leave,” she says. “If anyone is going to be
doing dishes, it will be you!”
I love you, lady!
She blocks his side of the booth, making way for my exit and obstructing his. I know
an opportunity when I see it and smile an “I owe you” before bolting out of the
restaurant to my car. Thankfully, it starts. Never again. No job, no article, no nothing
is worth this. James is going to have to make Blondie do this or something.
***
Unsympathetic, but consistent, James does not let me out of the last four dates.
Instead, he insists, “it’s only downhill from here! It’ll get better. You could meet
your dream guy!”
Sure, I’ll try the combo platter, an unemployed, grocery bagger that plans to rape
me. Cool! Sign me up. No free meals are worth this. How is it that prostitution is the
world’s oldest profession?
But as most starving students without families to back them up do, I worry about my
upcoming one-year review and convince myself I can make it through four more
dates. How hard will it be? I’ve already met the worst of them. And it means more
free food.
Wrong. Again. Enter the polygamist. In his defense, I knew date number twelve was
a Mormon when I agreed to it. I figured it would give us something different to talk
about. I love learning about other religions and cultures. And, when you have that
many dates in that few days, new conversations are better than reruns. I’d picked up
on his extreme religious views. No big deal. What I didn’t know was the polygamist
part, the wife, and about 250 pounds.
Before meeting, Samuel and I did the usual chatting on the phone. I don’t want to
think about how many hours I spent on the phone, trying to screen men for these
dates. So many hours wasted that I’ll never get back. And one thing I-Love-JesusMore-Than-You-Man forgot to mention during our pre-date talks was that he was a
tad overweight—by about four hundred pounds. Not only was he overweight, but he

was as many minutes late. Looking back, his size was nothing, compared to what else
he decided to surprise me with.
More than an hour after we’ve agreed to meet, he limps into the Mexican restaurant
where I’ve already downed two bowls of free tortillas and salsa. At least we have a
love for food in common. Our conversation is as stale as my almost-stood-up-attitude
until he announces that “all” Mormons are polygamists. They are? All of them? That’s
not what I learned in school. He informs me that he and his wife are shopping for a
second wife. Um, say again? And where is she? Shouldn’t she be out for a little
window shopping too then? Before I have a chance to close my mouth, he tells me not
to worry. He declares, bluntly, that I “won’t do anyway.” He tells me I seemed nice
on the phone, but in person I’m just “not cutting it.”
Wait. Back up the bus. You’re a married man and you are the one who is being
picky? Is this about your religion or some way to get permission for a threesome?
And the last time I checked, this is Vermont, not Utah! Dammit, James!
We never made it to ordering.
***
Dates eleven and twelve were as boring as five through nine and entirely
unmemorable. But it was date thirteen that changed everything. There’s nothing I
could ever forget about that one. A decade later, the memories are fresh like the pulpy
orange juice I once dreamed of serving my children; and now do.
I can still feel it: There’s something different about this meeting. I can’t figure out
what it is. Maybe it’s just the anticipation of the whole experiment being almost
finally done. Regardless, I can’t ignore the butterflies in my stomach, born on an
amazing conversation the night before with tonight’s date, Jeff.
I check my teeth three times in the rearview mirror before taking a deep breath and
stepping out of my white 1997 Nissan. I smile to myself, running my tongue over
bride-white teeth as I press my lips together. Check! Thank God for braces. …And
good lipstick. Two more stupid dates and I can get this done. James can make
someone else do the stupid Valentine’s day article. …I’m out. Winter stings my
chipmunk cheeks as I wrap a black scarf tighter around my jean jacket. I glance back,
in a side mirror, to see how my ass looks. Good. Not bad. Good. The new jeans were
worth it.
I don’t bother locking my door as I head for the airport. No one in my native
Vermont locks their doors, at least not in 2006. I don’t think my parents own keys to
their home to this day. I am not worried about anyone stealing my decade-old, $2,500
lemon, whom I like to call Bertha. Every car I’d ever owned—now a total of two—is
named Bertha.
I check my pink plastic watch, the one I bought from Ames department store only a
week before. It’s 7:42 p.m. Shit. I told him seven. Forty-two minutes late. I hope he’s
still here. I jog to the United Air terminal. We’d agreed to meet at the airport because
it’s public. I wanted to be safe, having never spent time with him in person before.
He’d been amenable to this. “I want you to feel safe. That’s important to me,” he’d
said. As I open the heavy terminal doors at Burlington Airport, I see him. I look away,
but not before taking a full inventory of him. He is smaller than I’d pictured. I
generally prefer a guy with broader shoulders and a bit of a pot belly. Stocky guys
make oversized-me feel tinier and more feminine. But his chestnut hair, complete
with old school, but not too old for me, 90201 sideburns, and the way he wears his
faded tan cowboy boots make my heart thump–hard. I watch him with my peripheral
vision as I march past him like a solider to the escalators in front of me. I can feel his

mocha eyes tracking me. I know he is wondering if I am the girl he has been waiting
for. Let him wonder. I’m not brave enough for this.
I need time. And by now, I am about fifty minutes short on that. Why is this guy
getting to me? I’m an expert at this by now. I hadn’t been nervous only hours before,
picking out the new Levi’s at TJ Maxx. Instead, I’d been giddy and focused on the
task at hand. My plan was simple: Make the cute boy from Rhode Island drool. Now,
seeing him, things are different. My palms are moist and shake in my black gloves as
my legs pull me toward the ATM machine. Make it look like you’re getting money.
…Money? Am I even going to need money? I spent everything on this outfit. Dumb.
Dumb. Dumb. …He doesn’t know, for sure, it’s you. He doesn’t know it’s you. It’s not
too late to get out of here. …No. You can’t do that. It’s mean. He drove all this way.
Rhode Island to Vermont? That’s no joke. That’s a trip. …And those boots. You might
just be okay. Stay calm.
I fiddle with the ATM machine, drain my account of its last $40, and talk myself into
a quick trip to the ladies’ room for a last minute pep talk. It’s after eight now and he is
checking his watch when I finally approach him on an airport bench. I stand above
him, noting the smell of Cool Water cologne—one of my favorites—as he looks up at
me. His smile is thin but warm.
“Robyn?”
“Jeff? Hi. Yes. It’s me. How are you?” Awkward.
Our week of nightly three-hour phone calls—mostly of him listening to my dates
gone wrong—hasn’t been enough to settle his nerves. His hands shake worse than
mine had only moments before. I fiddle with my scarf—debate for a moment—and
reach to hug him. He returns my hug with a loud, just-a-bit-too-loud, exhale and firm
hold. Not bad for a skinny guy.
“Are you okay? You look a little nervous,” I say, figuring it is best to get it out in the
open.
“I was thinking you weren’t coming,” he frowns. A deep wrinkle settles in his
forehead, mimicking the frown on his thin lips.
“Oh, gosh. I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to make you worry about that. I’d never have
stood you up. I just got, well, busy,” I assure him. “I mean; I guess the truth is I’m
never really on time. Sorry.” I look down at the floor, memorizing the pattern in the
linoleum tiles and thinking about how I’m just like the polygamist.
“It’s okay. I’m just glad you are here.”
I sprout up. “So, what do you think? Do I look like my picture?”
Part of me wants to pinch myself to be sure it is really me talking. Here I am, talking
to a gorgeous potential Farmer—not Prince, I don’t want a Prince—Charming in
cowboy boots. A Farmer Charming I’ve already shared my deepest secrets with
during all-nighters on the phone and I’m not nearly as nervous as I should be. Instead,
I rub his back as we walk out the terminal, hoping to keep him from feeling as
nervous as he looks.
“Yes. You’re pretty,” he finally says, staring at his boots while we walk. My eyes
follow his, noting how clean they are. Maybe he went shopping too. I wonder how he
knows I am pretty. I could have one eye and be missing a nose for all he knows. He’s
barely looked at me.
“Where do you want to go? I know of a great place to go dancing! …Or, are you
hungry? Would you rather go get something to eat?” Stop. You’re being manic.
“I can’t eat right now. Nerves. But if you’re hungry?”
I swallow my disappointment. No need to tell him I use food as Valium.
“I’m good. Let’s go dance and we can get something to eat later. How’s that?”

He smiles, opening the door for me. “Sounds good!”
“So, are you a good dancer?” I ask. Please no.
He smiles without hesitation. He smiles, wide. I think his lips will crack.
“Yeah. I can dance.”
I gulp, cursing my two left feet. Shit. I’m dead. Guys aren’t supposed to know how to
dance. Only I would find the only cowboy in all of New England who can dance.
Cowboys aren’t supposed to know how to dance.
***
There was no date fourteen. Ten years later, I still can’t dance. Farmer Charming can
still pull off a split in the middle of a dance floor like he’s twenty years old. Two
children later, we’ve created a life together and often laugh about the way we met.
Sometimes, I pull out the old newspaper article I wrote about finding love on the
Internet. Emma and Annalee don’t seem to care. They roll their eyes at me, tired of
the same old love story they’ve heard a thousand times.
Above my kitchen table is the framed parking ticket Jeff and I got that night, out
much too late—him dancing, me stumbling—with no regard for which date I was on
and that I had to work the next day; James, Chubs and Blondie anxiously awaiting my
report on the night before. I smile at it, nudging the girls to finish their breakfast.
Jeff comes in through the sliding door.
“Remind me to get more hay this weekend,” he says, kicking off his boots. “Those
cows are running right through it.”
I nod, smiling at him. “What time will you be home tonight?”
“Probably around five.”
“Sounds good. I’ll be right ahead of you. Taco night.”
Emma squeals. I wonder if she’ll be as excited when she hears my latest news. Tacos
are her favorite. New babies? I don’t know. I wonder if, this time, it will be a boy, just
like Daddy. I can barely keep my lips sealed. I’ll tell him tonight.
I watch Jeff reach into the refrigerator for his lunch. He pauses, then says, “Hon, did
you ever notice that maple tree in the front yard?”
“No, I hadn’t noticed. Why?”
“Come see it!”
Now? I clench my fingers in my pockets. The kids will be late for school. The
animals haven’t been fed. There are four loads of laundry sitting in the middle of the
couch calling me for folding and I still have four case reports to write before work. I
don’t want to go out and analyze trees in the yard.
“Let me grab my boots,” I say, smiling.
I follow my husband to the front yard of our first home, which would turn out to be
our “forever” home; a lemon yellow. He holds smaller trees and branches back so I
don’t trip over them as I follow about ten steps behind him. After about 100 densely
wooded feet, we come to the maple. I gasp.
“Wow. That’s gorgeous! How have we never seen that before?”
The tree is grand with arms that span a large wooded section of the front yard. Its top
branches are so long that they form a graceful arch over the road in front of the house.
Her fiery leaves are mostly gone but form a beautiful quilt at her roots, as if hoping to
keep her warm for winter. Her strong, thick trunk shines in morning light and mirrors
the twinkle in his eyes. He doesn’t have to tell me what he’s thinking.
“It would be beautiful!” I exclaim, completely forgetting about the laundry, my
surprise, and getting the girls to school.
Three weekends later, Jeff has single handedly cleared the wooded area of the front
yard. He’s called for loam and the maple tree stands proud and impossible not to

notice. It’s an unseasonably warm November afternoon and Jeff hangs a tire swing on
her proud shoulders while Annalee and I carve a tattoo in the shape of a heart on her
stomach. In the heart, we carve the initial ‘L’ for our last name; but probably more for
love. The girls spend hours taking turns on the swing while I take pictures and wish
the moment would freeze itself. Emma giggles as Annalee takes a turn at pushing her.
In this moment, I have everything I ever dreamed of. Lucky number thirteen.
***
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Daisy's Chain
by Michael Ross

Aged 42, Daisy at long last was in a happy place. The acrimonious divorce had
originally left her shell shocked, but the situation she found herself in demanded she
took a grip of matters and take her life in a new direction. She had never been self
employed before and life's new challenges invigorated her with determination and
ambition. Her father's words. ”Do something for yourself for a change,” was a mantra
that rang in her ears every single day. She was now very much on her own because
the boys as ever knowing where their bread was buttered, were now living with her ex
husband, and only came around to see her when they were looking for little odds and
ends to impress a new girlfriend.
She had purchased the business from a kind old lady who was retiring after running
the shop for thirty years. Not only had her advise and help been invaluable, but the
two bedroomed flat upstairs was immaculately decorated, and within a week or so of
Daisy moving in than she felt as if she had lived there for years. Her working days
were long, but the feeling of real independence more than compensated for the hard
work.
Early mornings starts enabled her to buy the freshest products and were her favourite
time of day. By 6.30 her little “Daisy's Chain” van was full of carefully wrapped
plants, flowers and bushes, and the sweet smell inside the van never failed to thrill her
senses. This new daily routine had her arriving at Georgia's Café at sevenish for a
morning coffee and scrambled egg on toast. It was only a further two minute drive to
her little shop but this little indulgence had fringe benefits. For years her ego had been
battered into submission, but the last few weeks these morning visits to Georgia's had
lifted her spirits and self esteem back to their old selves.
Daisy had never been particularly good looking; her hair was particularly mousey
and she thought her nose was more suited to a Roman senator, but she had long legs
and a trim figure, and the flirtatious banter as she entered the café did more for her
ego than any expensive spa treatment ever could. Within weeks she was on first name
terms with the café owner who was never more than business like when serving her.
She breezed up to the counter.
“The usual please Jan.” Even saying the words felt comforting.
“Good morning Miss Daisy, I bring you coffee to table by window?”
Georgia's Café was owned by Jan Dubek, one of the first wave of Polish immigrants
who had sought a new and better life in the UK. He had a world weary air about him,
any opinion she had about his looks were influenced by the unkempt hair and greying
stubble With his fiftieth birthday approaching he had no regrets about his new life but
had this aching feeling that life had nothing more to offer him. His father, an
academic, had been horrified to hear of his café venture. “My dear Jan you will never
make a living selling eggs,” he wrote. Jan bought his eggs at £1 a dozen and charged
customers 80 pence each, Jan now knew for certain that there was most definitely a
living in selling eggs! By the time Daisy's breakfast was ready the café had almost
emptied apart from an elderly couple who were sharing a pot of tea and holding hands
under the table.
”How lovely,” thought Daisy. Jan gave her a knowing smile of compliance with a
slight inflection of his head towards the couple. Without thinking Daisy spoke:

”Come and join me for a drink, Jan.” He seemed pleased with the idea and grabbed
himself a cup of coffee.
“How is your business doing Miss Daisy?” he asked, taking a seat opposite her.
“Probably the same as you Jan. Hard work, not much financial reward, but very
satisfying. But please, just call me Daisy.” He acknowledged the gesture, and frowned
his agreement
“Yes too much work, it leaves small time to enjoy.” Daisy herself seemed to be
constantly juggling with her life, trying to fit everything in and replied,
“I must admit it leaves little time for practice and playing.” Jan was immediately
intrigued.
“Playing what...Daisy?” She smiled at the thought.
”Violin. I used to play very well, and I still play in a small amateur orchestra, when I
get the time .” His smile was warm and almost conspirational.
“Ah the violin.” She was surprised at his enthusiasm and asked.
“Do you like classical music? We have a series of concerts at the town hall over the
next four Saturdays. Why not come along some time?” Promoting attendance was the
norm for the players in an effort to keep the orchestra's finances afloat.
“I would like that, thank you...Daisy.” There was no chance for them to continue
their conversation as a road working crew came through the doors, and the two went
separately about their business.
Breakfasts on a Sunday for Daisy were taken as late as possible, particularly after
a Saturday orchestral performance, and was a good time for reflection. The concert
had gone reasonably well, Daisy sighed, but oh how much better it could have been.
There were some extremely good players in the group, and she was one, but they
never seemed to climb to the heights she hoped for. Maybe she was expecting too
much but last night had seemed like yet another anti climax. The phone call later that
Sunday night did not help matters.
“Hi Daisy,Toby Morris here. I'm sorry to call you on a Sunday but I'm ringing
around to let everyone know that Gerald has been rushed into hospital, they think it's
a stroke.”
“Oh dear.” Gerald was their elderly conductor, the orchestra's mainstay for over
twenty years, very much an amateur but a real gentleman and much loved by all the
members. Toby answered the unasked question,
”We are still having rehearsals on Wednesday. When we're altogether will decide on
what to do next. Oh and if you know a decent conductor bring him along,” he added
with a forced laugh.
Daisy did not open the shop on Mondays so the day was filled with criss-crossing
phone calls from other band members also worried about the future. It made her
realise how much joy her playing gave her, and a shopping trip into town did not
work as a pick-me-up. The autopilot in her head took her through the doors of
Georgia's just before three pm. Jan was looking particularly worn out and scruffy at
the end of a hard ten hour day, but his face lit up when Daisy walked in, and he could
not wait to speak to her.
“Ah Daisy how are you? I see you at concert. I much like.”
“A cup of coffee please Jan. I didn't see you there. Did you enjoy it?”
“Oh yes it was OK.” There was a lack of enthusiasm in his voice, she thought, but he
was probably right.
“I go again next Saturday,” he said, whilst passing her the drink.
“Oh there might not be a concert this week our conductor is not very well.”
“Ah, of course, now I understand.” She was puzzled by the comment.

“Sorry what do you mean? You understand.” Jan's face reddened as he tried to
explain himself.
“I mean he was not too good, not really in charge, how do you say? Not with it.”
She hated the niggling self righteous criticisms that came from people with no
talents or abilities of their own, now a bloody café owner was criticising an
experienced and dedicated conductor, who also happened to be a friend. Her voice
hardened.
“Well actually he was as fit as a fiddle on Saturday – but he had a stroke later that
night when he got home. Maybe you could do better.” Jan's face disintegrated into a
something resembling a hurt child's and he turned his back to make the coffee. Daisy
immediately knew she had been out of order, and felt bad at offending such an
obviously decent man. She shouted out an apology.
“I'm sorry Jan. I don't know why I said that, it was very very rude of me.” Turning
around he could not meet her eyes, but still spoke, carefully.
“I have been in this country ten years. My Poland is beautiful country, but where I
live very poor. My father like you, he play violin beautiful. But me, no. I cannot play
but I still watch my father play. Even as small boy I go to all the concerts. I start
watching man with stick and I realise what he is doing and learn to study carefully,
very carefully. By the time I am twenty I can conduct myself, for long time it is a
great joy in my life. Then my Ruschka dies, and I come to England to start new life.
Conductor is my old life. I miss my old life.”
Daisy was amazed and ashamed of her own bigotry. She had learnt so much in so
few words; dimensions and depths to the café owner she had never imagined. For the
first time she studied his eyes, deeply brown, deeply sensitive.
”I'm so sorry Jan. I cannot apologise enough for being so rude...so insensitive.” He
just nodded, unable or unwilling to say any more. She needed to do something to
retrieve his friendship and spoke without thinking.
“Jan will you do me a big favour?” His expression gave nothing away.
“Please, please come with me to rehearsals on Wednesday. To conduct again. I will
pick you up here at six thirty. Six thirty Wednesday.” She left excluding the chance of
discussion.
Daisy avoided the café until the rehearsal evening and as she pulled up at the kerb
she was surprised at the butterflies in her tummy. Was it the fact she had announced
to several members she, “might be bringing a makeshift conductor,” or something
else? This was just an embarrassing position she had put herself in and she was
definitely in a “no win” situation.
The café lights were off and she was pleased at the thought of driving off on her
own, when a figure emerged from a side door. A very good looking, clean shaven
man in a black tuxedo, white shirt and black tie climbed into the car. Not a word was
spoken during the five minute drive to the rehearsal rooms.
Entering the room, Daisy had no choice but to introduce Jan to the leading members
of the orchestra, whilst fully aware of the whispers and comments about Jan's attire
from all corners of the room. This was merely a rehearsal and Jan was the only person
in the room not wearing trainers and jeans. Toby, as embarrassed as anyone, took the
lead.
“Hello Jan . We've got Brahms fourth on Saturday. Do you know it?”
“Yes I know it.”
“Do you...”

“Yes.” he interjected, and at the same time producing his baton. All eyes followed
Jan as shuffled to the stand. He turned and his gaze scanned the room, some unknown
force driving the players to take their places.
His eyes focused on the music score until the room settled, he then turned to give
Toby, as lead violin, the slightest nod, before the orchestra witnessed an amazing
transformation as his entire body soared like an Atlantic wave over the performers. A
rapport, total respect and understanding were instantly forged. The orchestra would
never play better. Daisy's heart had never felt so full.
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One Wild Night
By Lilly James
Chapter 1
Why am I sitting here like a desperate idiot hoping to get married in the next ten
minutes? No Brooke, you are not going to get married in the next ten minutes, or the
next ten years as a matter of fact.
Why the hell did I listen to Wallace, my best friend in the whole wide world, who
forced me to go on this damn blind date? Did I mention she was my best mate in the
whole wide world? If this night goes bad...I may retract that statement.
My date is ten minutes late. He better not be awkward, annoying, or make
conversation about the damn weather like us Brits do. I suppose I’m dreaming to
think a tall, dark handsome man in a grey suit, will come waltzing through those
doors and whisk me up to his hotel room for a night of passionate sex. Passionate sex?
That’s something I haven’t had in a while. My love life is dull as dish water, but on
the other hand; my personal life is on the up. I have a new job as an air hostess—
something else I have to thank Wallace for, and something worth being excited about.
I stop thinking about my new job, the weather and everything else that is not
necessary at this point, because depressingly, I am still waiting at a table on my own
like a weirdo.
“Can I get you another drink?” I glance up at the waitress and I can tell she feels
sorry for me. She thinks I’ve been stood up. Maybe I have. I decline her offer, and
instead, reach over and take my dates glass of wine. He doesn’t deserve it for being
late. Maybe I should just order another bottle of wine and take it to the hotel room I
reserved for the night. Yes, okay, I was hoping I’d use it. Not just for that though, the
hotel I’m in is closer to the airport where I start my job tomorrow than my flat is.
I start drumming my fingers along the table, and realise I’ve been unintentionally
staring at a couple who are seated by the door. It’s only when they both turn and stare
at me, probably getting ready to call 999 that I immediately look away.
Another five minutes pass, and finally, the restaurant door opens. I watch in
anticipation, hoping to all that is holy that the person to walk through the door is my
date. Sweet mother of Jerusalem, I think it is, and he’s tall, dark and handsome and
wearing a suit. Not a grey one, but navy blue which is even better. The closer he gets,
the more I notice. His eyes are dark, his hair brown and styled, his designer stubble
perfect, and he’s hot. Fuck is he hot. My first thought; Brooke, don’t act a right idiot
and do not talk about your cats. Second thought, yeah pretty much the same as the
first one.
“Brooke?” He asks, looking from his phone, and then to me. Wallace must have sent
him a photo; I dread to think which one.
“Hi.” I squeak, holding out my hand to shake his. Tall Dark and Handsome raises an
eyebrow, so I shoot my hand down to my side. He’s clearly not a hand shaking
person. Neither I am, I don’t even know why I did it.
“Evening.” He says smoothly, then all 6ft 6 of him bends a little to kiss my cheek.
His lips then brush over mine softly, and I shiver, I actually fucking shiver, and he
notices.
"It’s been a while." I giggle, then immediately stop because he’s looking at me like
I’m a dork. I am a dork. My black glasses cover my blue eyes, the ones Wallace told
me to ditch before I came here. I wear a white shirt buttoned up to my throat, and a
black pencil skirt that sits just below my knee. What did I think this was an interview?

I pull my skirt down a little out of nervousness, and start playing with the hem when I
sit back down.
“So,” his dark eyes look me over as he sizes me up. “Brooke your real name?”
I smile awkwardly. "My full name is Brooklyn, my mum and dad loved the place
and named me after it. I was conceived there. You know, in America."
He grins. "I am fully aware where Brooklyn is."
"Of course." I glance away, feeling scrutinized and damp in my pants as he gazes at
me. "Do you have cats?" I blurt out. Don’t you dare, Brooke, not the cats, please not
the cats. "I have five. Actually,” I sigh, “I only have two now because three got run
over. Or they ran away from me. I’m not sure." Oh Jesus Christ.
“I don’t have cats, no. Although. I am only interested in one pussy tonight." Oh God,
oh lord, oh God. Does that mean what I think it means? "I mean, that’s why we’re
meeting, right? You don’t have to act coy." He leans in, places his hand on my arm,
and it sends tingles right up my elbow and settles on my tits. I feel my nipples harden,
and my knickers are definitely becoming wet. Really wet. "I should be clear about
what I like, Brooke.” He leans in and the scent of him is so powerful, I want to bottle
it up for myself.
“And what do you like?” I ask, fidgeting with the napkin on the table.
“Hot, dirty sex." He bits his lip and looks over my white shirt. “I love the dork look
you have going on by the way.”
I gulp, and I feel my cheeks blushing. Did I come here for hot dirty sex? No, I came
to find a soul mate, but what the hell. I’ll take it. Even if he is being way too forward.
"Uh, yeah, hot dirty sex is right up my street." I say awkwardly and he notices
because the smirk on his face is even more amused.
"Well, you’d have some explaining to do if it wasn’t."
Why is it only then, I notice how deep and manly his voice is? It actually sends
goosebumps down my pale skin. "I would?" I go to brush my hair behind my ear with
my hand just to look seductive, but instead my fingers catch the glass of wine. I knock
it over and the red liquid spills across the table. "Oh shit" I get up so quick the side of
the table comes up with me.
“Leave it.” Tall Dark and Handsome pushes from his seat and takes hold of my
arms. He looks even taller when he’s standing in front of me, holding me. “Look,
Brooke,”
“That rhymed.” I giggle, then close my mouth again when he gives me that
‘annoyed’ look.
“Sorry.”
“I don’t have much time tonight,” he says. “Shall we make our way to my room?"
I stare at him. I’m thinking, right now? He wants to take me to his room and make
sweet and memorable love to me. Right now. Okay, a sweet memorable fuck, but it
still means I get his dick. Automatically, I glance down his suit trousers, the middle of
them, and wonder what his suit wearing self looks like underneath.
"Meet me there in five minutes. Room 401."
I gulp. “Room 401?” I’m staying in room 403, how bloody crazy is that.
He gives me a curt nod, throws down a key card and leaves. I stand staring after him,
wondering if I’m going to hightail it back home, or hightail it to room 401.
Room 401 here come.
I quickly call Wallace on my way to the room, purposely taking the flight of stairs to
talk.
“Wallace,” I say her name first, but she jumps straight in.
“You’re out of breath? Does that mean you’ve had ‘balls deep’ already?”

“No! I have not had sex already if that’s what you mean. I’m climbing the stairs.” So
what if I’m not fit? Who the hell likes going to the gym anyway.
“Stairs?” She questions. “Tell me you’re going to Evan’s hotel room?”
“Evan?” That’s his name? Why didn’t she tell me this before! “You told me you
hardly knew him and couldn’t remember his name.” I exhale roughly, not because
she’s pissed me off by withholding information, but because I’m absolutely puffed
out.
“I lied.” She says. At least she’s honest I guess. “His name’s Evan Holt if you want
to know. He’s a pilot.”
“What?” Somehow he has just become even more attractive. “You forgot to tell me
his name, how bloody hot he is, and, forget to mention that his job requires him to
wear a uniform I fantasize about?”
Wallace laughs. “Yeah because I know you freak out in front of gorgeousness. God,
I hope you haven’t been your clumsy self already.” The silence tells her I have. So
what? “Brooke, Jesus.” I can hear her slapping her palm across her head. “Just get to
his room before he changes his mind.”
“He wants to see me in room 401. Should I tell him I know his name?” He may think
I’ve been stalking him if I do, though.
“Just get the hell to room 401 and let him fuck your brains out.”
I reach the floor and hunt down room 401. “Okay, I am now standing outside the
door and I don’t think I can do this.” I feel sick all of a sudden. Why didn’t I have a
shot of vodka? Maybe I have time to run back downstairs just for one, or ten.
“Brooke, you’re starting a new job tomorrow, which means you will hardly ever be
home. You need to enjoy this night. ‘Fucking,’ preferably. Quit standing outside room
401 and get inside.”
I tell myself to get a grip. “Right. Bye.” I hang up, put my phone in my bag and take
a deep breath and glance at the key card. I don’t even get the chance to use the key
card because the next thing I know the door is opened by the same guy who wants to
give me a memorable fuck. Evan Holt. I like his name.
"In you come." He’s stern, bossy and irritated; like I took too long climbing the
stairs. Maybe I should have taken the lift?
"Can I get your name?" I pretend that I don’t already know it...that I haven’t already
fallen in love with it. He shakes his head and starts undoing his tie. At the same time
his eyes are travelling up my body, and he bites his lip. Oh god, he approves.
"You don’t need to know my name. That’s not part of the deal." What deal? His tie
is delicately folded on the chair beside him and he walks towards me.
My breathing hitches when he starts unbuttoning my blouse. “Then what do I call
you when you’re inside me?”
“What women normally scream.” He breathes out when my black silk bra is
exposed.
“And what’s that?”
“God,” he says with a tilt of his head. His eyes are not looking into mine, but they
are looking down my chest. His big hands trail down my cleavage, and he cups my
breasts. By the way he groans and the way his pupils dilate, I know he also approves
of my double Ds. "Take off your bra." He turns his back on me and begins to shrug
out of his shirt. I almost want to protest because I want to be the one undressing him,
but I stop overthinking and pull down my bra straps, then reach around to unclasp it,
however it’s not going as planned because the clasp gets jammed on the material and
leaves me stuck and in a bit of a pickle.

"Uh, I could use some help." I am utterly mortified. He turns just as he’s slipping his
white shirt off his broad shoulders, and I forget all about being stuck in my bra. "Holy
mother of..." I stop myself from swearing. “Sorry, you’re just,” I gulp. “Wow.”
Evan Holt smirks again. I think he’s smirking at my comment, but then I notice that
he’s actually looking at the tangle I’m in with my bra.
“You’re really playing up to this dork, damsel in distress roleplay, aren’t you?” he
says stepping in front of me. I have to tilt my head to look up at him. But just as I’m
about to ask what he means, his damn brown eyes look into mine and I am mute.
That’s not all, if his eyes alone aren’t enough to make me act like a stuttering buffoon,
when his hands touch my back; I freeze, acting like a virgin who has never been
touched in her life. That’s not true, the virgin part, by the way. But how I wish it was.
He quickly unclasps my bra like a pro, pulls the straps down my shoulders and
allows it to fall to the cream carpet beneath our feet. Mr Brown Eyes pushes all my
hair behind my ears so none of it is covering my breasts, then he takes one step back.
Wanton, desire and satisfaction are three things I know he’s thinking while he stares
at my tits because I can see it pass in his eyes, but he doesn’t actually say anything
but, “Knickers. Drop them.” And he turns away to pull down his suit trousers. It’s all
extremely formal and distant. No affection or love at all. Well, what the hell did I
expect? We would make passionate love and fall asleep in each other’s arms? Well,
yes, actually, I did. Call me a hopeless romantic...or a delusional idiot.
I watch him pull off his trousers and place them neatly over the chair. I chuckle at
his habit, clearly a neat freak. “Do you have OCD by any chance?” I stop laughing
when he looks at me like I just told him I have a dick hiding in my pants. I don’t, by
the way.
“You’re still wearing your thong. I thought I told you to take it off.” He is standing
in his boxers, and the moment I see his huge package harden, I pull down my thong,
trying to get it off me pronto. I’m so clumsy that the elastic gets caught around my
ankle and I am now hopping around the room until I kick it free. My thong happens to
land on Evan’s feet, and I gasp. Oh lord. I am mortified and about to pick it up when
he takes hold of the tops of my arms and kisses me. No, he isn’t just kissing me; he’s
kissing me fiercely. His tongue sweeps in and controls every part of my mouth, and
his hands are now grabbing at my breasts, hard, powerfully. My hands spring to life
about to feel over that Adonis body but he pushes me down onto the bed, and pins my
hands above my head so I can’t move. “No touching.” He tells me. “I thought I made
that clear.”
When? Have I missed something? His mouth is back over mine, and even though I
am kissing him back, trying to slice my tongue against his, it feels like I have no
control. He is the dominant one all right. His mouth kisses down my throat, but my
hands are still pinned. I want to touch him God damn it.
I gasp when he bits into my nipple, then rolls the tip of his tongue around the
hardened point. I’m still trying to come up for air as his delicious mouth leaves my
breast, but trying to control my breathing is pointless because when he plunges his
fingers into me, I am winded.
“Just as wet as I thought you’d be.” He displays a grin as he reaches over to the
bedside table and pulls out a condom from the drawer. Does that mean he uses this
room often? He rips open the packet with his teeth, and I watch as he rolls it on his
large self. Evan pins my hands again, kisses my lips once more then pushes into me.
“Evan.” His name escapes my mouth when he fills me, and I feel him stiffen above
me.

“I won’t ask how you know my name.” He growls. “Just don’t say it again. This is
one wild night and nothing more.” He pushes back into me and I am lost. Obeying
him. Letting him have his one wild night.
I can hear the sound of a hoover coming from somewhere, and the dull sound is
enough to make me open my eyes. I yawn and stretch out my arms, coming around
from sleep. When I am fully awake, I turn my head and can see from the open
window its morning and I’m on my own. Evan isn’t here, but did I expect him to be?
Hell yes. My mind fades into the memories of last night, and I could happily lie here
and remember all the juicy details, but then my alarm goes off on my phone and it
pulls me back to reality.
“Shit.” I shoot out of bed and check my phone. I have an hour to get myself ready
for my new job. Why did I think it was a good idea to go on a blind date and allow a
stranger to show me the definition of a wild night? God, it was worth it though. Evan
is the master of the bedroom, lord of my body and captain of my orgasm.
What a guy.
I rush down the corridor and let myself into my room. After I take a shower I find
my suitcase, then dress quickly into my flight attendant uniform. I check myself in the
mirror and make sure my makeup and hair are on point. They are, but only because
I’ve practiced the hell out of getting it right. Not a single strand of my brown hair is
out of place, just like I was told to do in training. Hell, I can’t even believe I passed
training, especially after I spilt a hot drink into a passenger’s lap. It was a pretend
passenger though, so it wasn’t that bad, I guess.
I’m just about to leave, but I remember I left my goddamn phone in room 401. I
scoot back down the corridor, let myself in by the key card and quickly retrieve my
phone. As I place it into my bag, something on the bedside table catches my eye.
There’s a note next to a white envelope. I open the envelope first and see a wad of
cash inside. Maybe Evan left it here. I place it back down and turn over the note. I’m
hoping it’s Evans number so I get to see him again.
The note reads:
Had a great night. You were extremely professional. I’ll be sure to recommend you.
Wait a second…the money, the odd comments of roleplay last night…No! No way!
He thought I was a prostitute? I am going to kill Wallace!
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When the Soul Bleeds
by C.J. Laurence
Chapter 1
His lips crashed against mine, firm, and steady yet tinged with deep desire.
Familiar hands grabbed at my waist, pressing us together in this heated, needy
moment. Our tongues twisted together in a furious dance, stroking us both into new
heights of heaven.
I clutched at his expensive baby blue shirt and broke our passionate kiss.
“Michael…I—”
“Shhh,” he said, sending goosebumps on a rampage up and down my spine. Our
swollen lips were only millimetres apart but it may as well have been a million miles.
“Don’t think. Just be.”
A deep ache in my chest caused a groan to leave my throat. His husky voice and
simple words, always melted me into a pool of nothing. Before I could regain my grip
on reality, he glued us together once again. The frantic urge we both had seconds ago
dissolved into an urgent yet tender embrace.
Tingles shot through every inch of me as his strong arms wrapped around my back,
deepening our kiss.
A sharp knock on the dark wooden door to his office cut through our moment in a
split second. We both stilled, breathing heavily, chests rising and falling in rhythm.
“Mr Williams, your ten o’clock appointment is here.”
“Thank you, Marcie,” he said, smoothing out his shirt as he marched over to the
door. He glanced back at me as I scuttled behind his desk and opened the filing
cabinet.
The door opened and the noise from the busy office outside floated through. My
heart raced in my chest as I felt the burning stare from Marcie, his PA, setting my
back on fire. Heat ravaged my cheeks as I hoped and prayed my clothes weren’t
askew.
“Samantha?”
I drew in a deep breath and turned around to greet my lover and childhood
sweetheart with a beaming smile. “Yes, Mr Williams?”
“Could you finish that later please? I need some privacy.”
I nodded before making my way outside, not daring to look at him as I walked
past. A tall, thin man brushed past me and into Michael’s office. As soon as the door
clicked closed behind me, Marcie scowled at me.
“Your lipstick is smudged,” she said.
Before I could even formulate one syllable, she stomped off to her desk, boring a
hole in her computer screen with her murderous stare.
My cheeks erupted into burning heat as I took my seat on the opposite side of the
desk.
“Marcie, I—”
“Save it,” she said, not even looking at me. “I think it’s disgusting.” She finally
dragged her cold stare from her computer. “You’re married. And so is he. And you
have two kids to think about.”
I pressed my lips together and said nothing. What was there to say? She was
right—we were both in the wrong here. What was I doing?

I squeezed my eyes closed, stemming the flow of tears. “I’m going home,” I said,
grabbing my coat and my bag. “I’ve got a migraine.”
A snort came from the petite brunette as she shook her head at me. “Sure you do.”
Her venom laced tone haunted me for the half an hour drive home. As soon as I
stepped into my cold, lifeless house, I was reminded as to why I was indulging myself
in my innermost desires.
My husband, Lucas, worked ridiculous hours and was rarely home before ten p.m.
in the week. Being married to a high flying banking executive had its drawbacks.
Weekends were essentially his time to catch up on sleep and things he’d missed out on
during the week. Unfortunately, this meant me and the kids were either on our own or
doing things only he wanted to do. It was exhausting and mentally draining more than
anything.
My two children, Robbie and Mia, were six and three. Lucas and I had been
together for two years before I fell pregnant. Being old fashioned, he then insisted we
married before the baby was born. It was not how I had envisioned my fairytale life to
go down.
I had been a stay at home mum until Mia was potty trained. As soon as I could get
back into work, I’d applied for a job at Jacobsen Holdings as a part time office
assistant. What I hadn’t counted on was my childhood sweetheart being the MD of his
grandfather’s property development company. Trudging my way upstairs, I collapsed
on my bed and allowed myself to wander back to that magical moment where I first
saw Michael again after twenty years.
Chapter 2
I’d not worked for six years and the thought of going back to an office
environment was as much exciting as it was intimidating. Cramming lots of women
together in a small space always resulted in nothing short of a constant passive
aggressive atmosphere regarding who was the ‘Luna’ to the ‘Alpha’.
My interview was at ten a.m. and as always, I made a point to be ten minutes
early—nothing like first impressions to help clinch the deal. Once booked in at
reception with an official ‘Visitor’ badge, I settled onto the pristine black leather sofa
opposite the high sided desk masking the old woman behind it. I whipped my phone
from my bag and quickly typed a text to Lucas.
This place is huge! Wish me luck xx
I cradled my phone in my hands, pressing the screen every few seconds as I waited
for a reply. My heart pounded, hope rising inside me as I continued to stare at it. But,
as usual, nothing came. A disappointed ache bit at my insides, as always. Getting him
to communicate, other than phone calls, was a near impossible task. Exactly how hard
was it to send a quick text?
A deep frown creased my forehead to such an extent that when I heard a deep
voice call my name, I looked up with the same displeased look on my face.
My frown soon changed to an open mouth and wide eyes. “Michael?”
“Hi, Sam,” he said, extending me a hand. “It’s been a while, hmmm?”
As he led me towards his office, my head spun with the fact I was face to face with
my childhood sweetheart after ten years. All thoughts of no response from Lucas left
me as I became totally consumed by memories of Michael and I in our younger days.
My heart hammered beneath my ribs for different reasons. The slight sweat breaking
out on my palms made me question what the hell was going on.

He opened the door to his office, motioning for me to step through first. My female
senses screamed on high alert that he was staring at my ass in my fitted trousers. A hot
flush started creeping up my neck, burning my cheeks. It was all I could do to walk to
his window and admire the view.
Everything in here was of tasteful simplicity—grey carpet, dark wooden furniture,
expensive leather chairs, and a floor to ceiling wall of windows.
The click of the door behind me resounded through the room, signifying our own
closed world once more. I didn’t have to turn around to know he was stood behind
me. His presence alone affected me in ways I’d long tried to forget.
“That’s an incredible view,” I said, gazing out over the busy capital of London.
“It is,” he said, his breath tickling the back of my neck. “But some things are even
more incredible.”
My breath caught in my throat. Did I dare turn around? I squeezed my eyes shut
and tried to calm my racing pulse. As I began to panic over what to do, a cold spot
opened up behind me, alerting me to the fact he’d moved. Wringing my hands
together, I turned to see him seating himself behind his desk, a sly smirk crossing his
handsome face. He motioned for me to take the seat opposite, leaving me with a dry
mouth.
In the cruel depths of honesty, he was an average man. He wasn’t insanely tall
being 5’10”, nor was he broad or insanely muscled. His attractive features had
nothing to do with classic beauty but more a mysterious confidence. Dark curly hair
which looked exactly the same from school begged for me to run my fingers through
it like I used to.
Emerald green eyes glittered as he allowed a wandering eye to sweep over me.
“You’re looking well, Sam. How have you been?”
Suddenly, my v-neck blouse seemed like a bad idea. I wanted to cover up my
minute hint of cleavage—I just knew he was remembering the patterns his tongue
used to trace over my soft skin. Every fibre inside me urged me to run out the door.
Working for the man who took my virtue, and I his, was never going to end well.
“I’m good,” I said, picking at an invisible mark on my trousers. “How are you?”
A creak of leather sounded through the air as he leaned forwards on his desk.
“Look at me, Sam,” he said, his voice almost a whisper.
I clamped my teeth down on my bottom lip to stifle the whimper which was lodged
in my vocal chords. I dared to meet his demand. The second our eyes locked, I was
lost, drowning in a sea of wanton thoughts. My entire body tingled at the memory of
how he used to feel against me, on me, inside me.
“Michael, I…”
Words failed me. I didn’t know what to say. The way his eyes seemed to dance
with joy told me he was just as pleased to see me as I was him—now the shock had
subsided that is.
“Let’s be honest, here, Sammie.” He clasped his hands together in front of him.
“The second I saw your CV on my desk, the job was yours.”
I smiled, not sure what to say. My head was still reeling with his use of my pet
name, ‘Sammie’. He was the only person I allowed to call me that - not even Lucas
gets away with it. It makes me feel like a pet dog.
“Um, Michael, I—”
“Don’t worry about it.” He dropped his voice to that sultry whisper which always
guaranteed his way inside my knickers. “I’ve got you, Sammie.”
Those four simple words dissolved me into a pool of oblivion. That was it right
there—my undoing. Those four little words were like a secret code between us.

Whenever I became nervous or unsure about anything, he would whisper those words
in my ear and coat me in his reassurance.
The night we gave ourselves to each other, I had been a jittery mess at the thought
of the impending pain coming my way. With his arms wrapped around me, his
delicious lips hovering above mine, he breathed those four words to me as he inched
his way through me, making us one.
A jumbled ball of emotions clinched at my heart as I struggled to bury the meaning
of those words. I was married. With kids. A quick glance at his left hand also told me
he was married.
“It was a formality,” he said, reading my thoughts. His skills for reading people
had always amazed me. “Grandad wanted me married before I took over as MD. Said
it would avoid gold diggers.”
I smiled and nodded. “Makes sense.”
“You?” He nodded his head towards my hand.
I shrugged my shoulders. “Just happened.”
A long silence fell between us allowing the tension to escalate to unbearable
heights. He rose from his chair and strode around to the chair next to me. He exuded
power in his tailor fitted suit and I found myself even more captivated by him. He sat
on the edge of the chair, as close to me as he could possibly be without sitting on me.
I had no strength to remove my hand when he took it in his. I wasn’t even sure I
wanted to. Whenever his skin touched mine, it was like pure velvet—leaving me
wanting to feel more of it.
“Sammie, are you happy?”
I glanced down, suppressing the moment as best as I could. I’d been unhappy in
my marriage for a long time. In the cold truths, it was also a formality because I’d
been pregnant. Would Lucas and I have lasted if I hadn’t fallen pregnant? I doubted it.
A finger tilted my chin up, forcing me to face this reality. “Sammie?”
“I’m happy enough, Michael.”
He pursed his lips. “I don’t believe you, Sammie. I know you, remember.”
My mind told me to break this moment, to get the hell out of there. I had taken my
vows in front of family and friends—in God’s house—and I was not going to break
them. I wasn’t. But my heart, body and soul ached for him to kiss me, to just give me
one taste of the happiness we’d shared, the joyful memories we’d created, together.
Just one, just one little kiss and I’d be happy.
“I have two kids, Michael. I have to be happy for them.”
His features remained impassive, blank. I couldn’t read a single thing going
through his mind—unlike before. The connection we used to have was incredible—
we were the sickening couple who finished each other’s sentences and knew each
other’s thoughts before the other. That had now vanished with the age of time.
“You have to be happy, Sammie. In your heart. If you’re not truly happy, how can
they be?”
“They see me smiling, that’s all that matters.”
“Smiling on the outside doesn’t mean you’re smiling on the inside. Anyone with
half a brain can see you’re wilting away, Sammie.”
I sighed. “I’m not going to put them through a break up, Michael. It’s just not
worth it. Lucas is barely—”
“Lucas?”
“Yes.”
“Lucas Willis? You married him?”

Suddenly, keeping my maiden name seemed like a bad idea. I’d wanted to keep it
to stay close to my father who died when I was twelve. I felt if I took on my married
name, I would somehow lose my identity and connection to him. Odd I know but
Lucas had never argued it.
“Yes, I married him. Why?”
“Sammie, you’re worth so much more than him. He’s a loser. He doesn’t deserve
you.”
I feigned a weak smile and shrugged my shoulders. “Such is life.”
“Do you want to be happy?”
I snorted. “What kind of daft question is that? Of course I do.”
“Then make yourself happy. Follow your heart, not your head.”
I sighed and tore my hand from his. “I can’t, Michael. I have to think about Robbie
and Mia. They’re still so young and vulnerable.”
“Do you think Lucas thinks about that? Or do you think he’s doing what he wants,
full well knowing you’ll tag along because that’s who you are?”
Half of me wanted to be offended by his words but the other half agreed with him.
I’m a compliant person, always thinking about everyone else before myself. Is that
why he’d married me? Knowing he’d have his cake and eat it? A little voice shouted
at me that it’s obvious—he comes home to the ‘perfect’ family, tea cooked, house
cleaned, and a submissive wife in the bedroom.
I suddenly felt very claustrophobic—I needed out of here. I jumped from my seat,
babbling excuses to Michael about how I must go. He didn’t stop me from leaving.
He never had. He knew I needed to time to think on things, see for myself the stark
reality of my pretence of a marriage.
All the way home, I chewed over everything, wondering where my life went
wrong. Why hadn’t Michael and I stayed together? Because of me—that’s why. When
it came to choosing universities, he wanted a gap year to go travelling, but I wanted to
carry on with my studies. Not wanting to curb either of us from our chosen paths in
life, I broke it off—four years of our lives, gone, just like that.
I told myself repeatedly if he cared about me, really wanted me, he’d have chased
after me, but he didn’t. It’s only as I’ve aged over the years I realised he must have
truly loved me to let me go. He let me spread my wings and fly—only I flew straight
into a web of tangled unhappiness.
As I walked through the front door, I dared to look at my phone. It was nearly
lunch time and still no reply from Lucas. I threw my phone across the room and burst
into tears. The intensity of my pain and desperation cut right through me. I clutched at
my chest as I allowed myself to indulge in shedding all of my bottled up emotions.
How stupid had I been to even think he cared about me? All he cared about was
himself and how he looked to everyone else. On the surface, it appeared like he had
everything when really, it was nothing but shattered pieces held together by thin
strands of habit and fear.
I sobbed my heart out that afternoon. When I picked the kids up, I hid my puffy
eyes with my sunglasses, once again putting on a brave front for them. Robbie was
too clever for his own good and knew I was upset from my shaky voice.
“Are you okay, Mummy?”
“I’m okay, sweetie.”
“Are you not happy? Because you should be. Everyone should be happy.”
And that was the dawning realisation for me—on some level, my own six year old
knew I was putting on a front. I remembered something I’d read in a magazine a few

months ago—kids from broken homes could actually be happier than kids whose
parents were still together.
I thought over the conversation with Michael again and again. The deep yearning
for him to kiss me earlier haunted me. If I was truly happy with Lucas, it wouldn’t
have even happened. Lucas was as much my front as I was his. Was I scared to be a
single mum with two kids? Hell, yes—who wouldn’t be? The financial uncertainty,
the harshness of dealing with discipline and everything else on my own…
But I was already there.
Apart from Lucas’ insane salary going into the bank every month, I was pretty
much a single mum. He was never around to make memories with me and the kids.
He was more a silent partner—giving what he had to but having no sway over day to
day life.
As I put the kids to bed that night, Robbie played with my long blonde hair,
plaiting it as deftly as any adult. It was a normal routine for us—it helped relax him
before bed.
“Are you going to make yourself happy, Mummy?”
I froze at his question, not quite believing I was being asked this by my son.
“I am happy, Robbie.” I turned my head and kissed his mop of dark hair. “I have
you and your sister. Why wouldn’t I be happy?”
“Because Daddy’s never home.”
Ouch. That stung. But it was also the final nail in the coffin. If my kids were
noticing Lucas’ lack of presence, that was going to make them just as unhappy as it
did me. It was time to rectify the situation.
Chapter 3
And so here I am, three weeks later, laid on my bed, faking a migraine after being
caught out by Marcie. Who the hell was she to judge? She didn’t know anything about
my situation, my desperate need to feel loved and wanted again, nor did she know of
Michael’s situation either. His wife was some high flying Italian fashion designer. The
woman was immaculate—all the time. Deep down, I knew high maintenance women
weren’t Michael’s thing but, she served a purpose—any woman thinking they had a
chance with him stayed clear once they laid eyes on the olive skinned beauty.
Michael had chosen her for a reason—she was actually a lesbian and in love with
her brother’s wife. Her marriage to Michael served her a purpose too—her family
were not supporters of gay rights.
Lucas was away on another three week trip to India. I’d never known a banking
executive to travel to such exotic places so much. Of course, the obvious gnawed
away at me, whispering demons telling me he wasn’t working. Did I really care? In
all honesty, no. I had everything a woman could ever want—except the love and
affection of her husband. Was a hassle free life worth that sacrifice? If he came home
and announced he’d lost his job, what would I do? He didn’t offer anything to this
marriage except financial stability.
The fact I even had to ask myself that question solidified things in my mind. I was
going to leave. A cowardly move whilst he was away, I know, but it was the only way
I could do it.
A knock at the front door startled me from my new beginnings in life. I ambled
down the stairs, frowning as to who it could be. I opened the door to see Michael, his
eyes wild with panic.
“What’s wrong?” I said, adrenaline pumping round me at a rate of knots.

“Are you ok?” He stepped forwards, his hands cupping my cheeks. “I’m sorry
about Marcie. I’ve had words with her.”
I breathed a sigh of relief. “Yes, I’m fine. You worried me. I thought something had
happened.”
He walked me backwards into the house, kicking the door closed with his foot. “I
thought you’d gone, Sammie. I thought I’d lost you again.”
I swallowed a dry lump in my throat as I became lost in those emerald green eyes
once more.
“Never,” I said, shaking my head.
His lips claimed mine with a heated urgency. Our tongues clashed together in a
dance of desire and our hands were soon stripping clothes. We’d not seen each other
outside of work for this reason. However, the inevitable was now happening and all
sense of rhyme and reason melted away into nothing. Now I’d settled on the course of
my life from here on out, I wasn’t going to hold back anymore.
Somewhere during the frenzied loss of clothes, we ended up laid on my living
room carpet, the soft cream fabric cushioning my back as Michael worked his way
down my body with his tongue.
It was like being a teenager all over again. The anticipation jingled through my
veins, turning me into a trembling mess beneath him as he washed heavenly pleasures
over me. Memories of his touch came nowhere near the reality of it.
“Michael,” I whispered, running my hands through his hair as he left a trail of
kisses over my breasts. He stopped and looked at me from under his lashes, hesitation
flickering through them. “It’s always been you, Michael. It’s always been you.”
A broad smile spread across his face. He moved himself upwards, poising himself
between my legs. He tucked his arms around me, encasing me in his familiar embrace
once again. As he moved his way through me, ecstasy grasped me, losing me in a
world of hazy joy.
Then, as if knowing what decision I’d made only moments before he came here, he
whispered in my ear, “I’ve got you, Sammie.”
###end###

Sexy Santa
by S. Valentine.
The whistling and clapping from the lively crowd reverberated through the room.
Packed wall to wall with excited women, seated at tables around a black centre stage,
their tables laden with cocktails, it would be a night to remember.
Club Eden was putting on their first ever Christmas show. The club, dimly lit, with
only the illumination of red ceiling spotlights, held a bar, which overlooked the red
velvet seating area’s, private booths, and podiums. R&B blasted smoothly from
gigantic speakers, the lyrics every bit as hot as the air in the room.
The crowd was not only eager for the countdown to Christmas, but also to seeing
the group The Players. Known for their memorable and mesmerising performances,
they were the strippers to book, if they weren’t already scheduled for events all over
the UK. Their dancing skills were phenomenal, their bodies flawless, and their
uniforms…they fulfilled every fantasy that had ever entered a woman’s mind. Police
officers, firemen, military soldiers, sailor’s, the lot.
Reyna stuffed her iPhone back into her bag and sighed heavily. Reaching for her
drink, she gulped back the remains of her sweet Cosmopolitan. Her dress clung to her
body, her six inch Louboutin platforms complimented her slender legs, and her brown
hair had been backcombed and hung glamorously down her back. Setting her glass on
the table, she resumed her attention to her giddy friends.
“Come on, Rey,” Tara nudged her, a massive smile plastered on her face. “They’ll
be on in five minutes.”
“Hmmm,” she mumbled. She hated strip shows, especially this one. The whole
experience of watching men get their bits out, and gyrating in your face didn’t appeal
to her. It embarrassed her more than it aroused her.
“I’m so excited!” Kallie clapped with glee.
Reyna felt her muscles relax as she sat further back in her chair. The girls had
really made an effort for Christmas Eve to be special. They had all been shopping for
new dresses, hired a pink limo to arrive at the club in style, and reserved the best
front-row table with a bucket of Dom Perignon chilling in ice. Surely she could make
an effort, just for them.
“Cheers!” She poured herself another drink, and held her glass in the air.
“Cheers,” the girls squealed in unison.
The room went black for a moment, as the lights were cut off. Silence loomed in
the air. Reyna bit her lip anxiously, feeling herself tense again. Sliding her chair back
slightly, she silently prayed that the dancers wouldn’t drag her onto the stage or jingle
their bells directly in front of her. Just the thought of being the centre of attention,
beady eyes on her, made a heated blush creep up her neck.
“Relax.” Tara squeezed her arm, and giggled. “The show will be amazing.”
“The Hills” by The Weeknd featuring Eminem was now playing. Reyna inhaled a
deep breath of air when five men leisurely strolled onto the stage. Standing next to
one another in a line, all that could be seen were their silhouettes. The strong glow of
a spotlight then cast over them, and Reyna got a clearer view.
Five men, all well built, around 6ft’3 in height, dominated the stage, their postures
confident and ready. They were dressed in red and white Santa costumes with false,
white beards hanging from their faces.

They began to gyrate slowly and seductively. When they stepped forward to the
crowd, Reyna was almost deafened by the loud screams. The men continued to sway
their hips, their lust-filled eyes scanning the front row.
“He can come down my chimney any time,” Kallie giggled, fixing a stripper with
her hungry gaze.
“And that one can definitely empty his sack...”
“Okay, girls,” Reyna cut them off, shaking her head in amusement. “You like the
dancers, I get it.”
“Yeah, and they’re not even naked yet.” Kallie chuckled. “I cannot wait to see
what presents they’re hiding under that uniform.”
As the song started to pick up pace, the Santa hats were whipped off and tossed
from the stage. Tara caught one, giddy with delight. As the men continued to dance,
they tore the beards from their faces. Reyna swallowed the lump that had formed in
her throat. She studied the five stunning faces before her. The blond man in particular
caught her attention. He had a tan, which emphasised his green eyes and perfect white
teeth. His sexy, full lips looked extremely tempting and kissable.
When the men stepped off the stage, scanning the crowd hungrily like predators on
their prey, Reyna bowed her head, pleading with the Lord above that none of them
would approach her.
No such luck. Goosebumps raced across her body at the close proximity of the
blond man before her. Leaning over her, she avoided looking at him, hoping that he’d
get the hint and go away. She felt fingers tighten around hers, which were now
clammy. She felt herself being pulled from her chair.
“No way.” She shook her head. “I’m not going on stage.”
“Come on, pretty lady…” the man said softly, his warm breath tickling her neck.
“Don’t be shy.”
“No,” she repeated sternly, bringing her eyes up to glare at him.
“Don’t you want to sit on Santa’s knee?” He winked, a wicked smile teasing his
face.
“Get in the Christmas spirit.” Tara shoved her forcefully, making her rise to her
feet.
“No, no, no…” She shook her head vehemently.
“Yes, yes, yes…”
The man took hold of her arm and led her toward the stage. She felt her cheeks
burning in humiliation, her stomach tightening in fear. Her heart was pounding in her
chest at a frenetic pace, and she worried she’d buckle on her weak, trembling knees.
Each man now had a willing victim before them. Unlike Reyna they were giggling,
eager to see what was in store.
As the dancer circled Reyna, she twiddled with her nails anxiously, willing for him
to hurry up, take his clothes off, and for it to be over. Glancing over her shoulder, she
watched as he did intricate movements with his feet. The crowd screamed out again.
Now, standing mere centimetres away from her, the man’s eyes bore into hers. He
destroyed her with a slow sweeping look, which thrilled and intimidated her
simultaneously. She licked her dry lips to moisten them. He cocked his head to the
side, and a low chuckle escaped from his lips.
In one swift movement, he tore off his red and white Santa jacket, tossing it over
his shoulder. Reyna didn’t even notice the girl diving to catch it. She was fixated on
the tanned chest before her, the ripped muscles, the washboard stomach, the perfect V
line of his pelvis which met…an impressive looking bulge in his trousers.
Tearing her eyes away, she couldn’t help but laugh.

Grabbing hold of her shaking hand, he placed it on his neck. He guided it over his
smooth chest. Her fingertips traced over each firm muscle. She felt as if her heart was
about to explode, overwhelmed with a mixture of emotions: nervousness, lust,
longing. His intense stare remained focused on her as her hand passed his tight
stomach and went lower. She almost felt how aroused he was until he spun around,
giving her a view of his back.
Facing the cheering women, he whipped off his trousers, revealing a red thong.
Reyna’s mouth dropped. She never thought she’d see the day when a man could pull
off a thong. He did it perfectly. With his long lean legs, muscular strong thighs and
tanned firm ass, he could easily have been a Calvin Klein underwear model.
He dropped to his knees and crawled across the stage, toward the outstretched
hands desperate to get a feel of him. Moving in sync, the other strippers seduced the
crowd, dancing, running their hands over their gorgeous bodies, which glistened
under the spotlights.
Reyna found the blond man unbelievably sexy. She rarely ever experienced
feelings of arousal so strong she wanted to drag a man somewhere private instantly
and ram her tongue down his throat, bury her hands in his hair, and wrap her legs
around his waist, surrendering to pleasure. Right at that moment, she wanted that man
more than anything.
Rising to his feet, he glanced over his shoulder, a confident smirk plastered on his
face as if he knew the effect he was having on her.
When a girl yanked him by the arm, Reyna folded her arms across her chest in
annoyance as he allowed her to lead him off the stage. Circling his hips, he proceeded
to give her a private lap-dance. Her friends screamed in delight, impressed by
everything he had to offer.
Reyna felt a stab of jealousy pierce her heart. The girl’s hands greedily explored
his body. Hooking her fingers in his thong, she attempted to pull them down. Taking a
step back, the dancer threw his head back with laughter. He loved the attention. Then
again, he also probably loved the money. Who wouldn’t? The strippers earned more
in one night than most people did in a week.
“Down On Me” by Jeremih was now blasting from the speakers. The blond man
returned to the stage. The group danced for a few more minutes, impressing the
viewers with their skilled dance moves. Their bodies shimmered seductively as they
gyrated their hips, thrusting their pelvis upwards. Twerking their perfect asses, the
girls went wild, whistling loudly.
When they tore their underwear off, the audience screamed so loud, Reyna winced
at the sharpness of the sound shooting through her ears. The laser lights now flashed
brightly in the room, and confetti burst from cannons, showering the audience with
colourful strips of paper, along with red and white balloons.
Before Reyna could return to her friends, the blond man swept her up, making her
yelp, her eyes widening in surprise. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she tightened
her legs around his waist. She didn’t need to look down to see if he was erect, she
could feel it. Surveying the club, she could now see that the other dancers were being
supplied with money by horny women, eager for private dances, or to take
photographs with them.
Behind the stage, Reyna was carried to a dressing room. Setting her down on the
counter, he wasted no time in smashing his lips against hers. She responded with an
overwhelming urgency, taking his tongue in her mouth. She massaged his tongue
hungrily, greedily, possessively. Burying her fingers in his hair, she rubbed her heated

pelvis against his, desperately needing release. The sexual frustration erupted, and she
wanted this man.
She had never done anything sexual outside the bedroom before, nothing risky
anyway. She didn’t know whether it was the alcohol, but she completely lost her
inhibitions, releasing the wild vixen inside of her.
She allowed him to yank her dress down her arms and slowly off her legs. She felt
a little exposed in her underwear only for a second. When he kissed her again, she
forgot her surroundings.
“You’re…so…beautiful,” he groaned, possessing her with his tongue.
Unclipping her bra, he freed her breasts. Her head fell back and her eyes closed as
he took a nipple in his warm mouth. He elicited a cry of ecstasy from her as he circled
his wet tongue around the tip. He kissed, licked, and sucked her breast with expertise,
like he was made to pleasure women. Tugging it gently with his teeth, she gasped.
A hot flush spread up her chest and into her face when his skilled fingers traced the
material of her underwear. Her body tingled in delight. As he massaged her throbbing
clit, her lips met his neck. She kissed and nibbled his soft skin, getting a whiff of
familiar cologne. She breathed it in, savouring the delicious smell.
When he slowly peeled her underwear off, she drew in a sharp breath. Tossing
them to the floor, his lips met her shins, kissing them lightly, making their way up her
legs. As he gently nibbled her thighs, she tugged his hair, forcing him to look at her.
“Do you do extras for all the girls?” Her brow arched.
He shook his head, a sexy grin plastered on his face. “Just for you.”
She felt herself swell with confidence. His tongue buried between her legs made
her body fall backwards. Leaning on the wall for support, she allowed the man to
tantalise her with his mouth. Her nails clawed his muscular shoulders.
His tongue flicked over her clit, making her wriggle. The gentle kissing and licking
was tortuous. She needed more. She bit her lip, stifling her moans when his fingers
assisted his mouth.
She was panting now, her chest rising and falling rapidly. She rocked her hips
against him, pleading for him not to stop. He thrust his fingers in, and then out,
repeatedly, fast movements, filling her, sending delicious shivers down her spine.
“Come here,” she begged, breathlessly.
Obeying her, he stood up. She glanced at his thick erection and cried out when he
slammed into her. She winced as it took a moment for her body to fully accept him.
When it did, she surrendered to him completely, savouring the feel of him, his length
hitting her sensitive spot. She gripped his ass, pulling him into her greedily.
He rocked his hips backwards and forwards, each thrust almost sending her over
the edge. She moaned incoherently, unable to figure out how this man was so good at
pleasuring her.
She couldn’t help but admire his perfectly sculptured body once more and his
gorgeous face. Clutching his hair with both of her hands, she watched as a small
devilish smile teased his face, a dimple appearing in his cheek. His green eyes
darkened, wild with lust.
He sealed his lips over hers again, appreciative grunts escaping his mouth. The feel
and taste of his tongue lapping against her own ignited a fire in the pit of her stomach.
She was close. She knew it.
He threw his head back, his face contorted in pleasure and discomfort, as if he was
losing the battle to stay in control, to prolong the sweet sensations he was
experiencing.
“I’m close,” his voice came out a strangled cry.

He continued to plunge into her. She felt her body tingling and throbbing. Her
stomach tightened hard with desire, and she knew she was on the brink of climaxing
herself. Thrusting her pelvis forward, she met each of his delicious slams. Inhaling
sharply, she dug her nails into his ass. Her pelvis was burning, the ache for release
intensifying.
Her inner muscles clenched and contracted around him, delightful spasms making
her whimper. With a few final plunges, she took a final breath and allowed her body
to cave in, to fall apart. She moaned out loudly as an orgasm tore through her body,
sending intense vibrations between her legs. She felt herself trembling violently,
gasping for air.
His arms tightened around her body as he climaxed, his body shaking, loud groans
filling her ear.
They lay still for a moment, allowing the pounding of their hearts to subside, and
their breathing to resume to normal. Stroking her hair gently, he eventually lifted his
head and kissed her tenderly on the lips.
They heard cheers from the crowd beyond the door, and a clock strike twelve.
“Merry Christmas, babe.” He grinned.
“Merry Christmas,” she responded.
With a sigh, he reluctantly disentangled himself from her and rose to his feet. She
was unable to refrain from perving at his fit, firm ass, as he yanked on some trousers.
She could sit and gawp at his body all day.
Pushing herself off the counter, she found her own clothes and slipped them on.
Stealing another glance at him, she felt herself swell with happiness when he placed
on the last item—his wedding ring. She twirled her own white gold diamond Harry
Winston band.
“I thought you didn’t like these shows?” he asked, towering over her and sliding
his arms around her waist.
“I don’t. I get too jealous watching girls all over you.”
“Yeah, but you know I only have eyes for you.” He placed a gentle peck on her
lips.
“I might come to these shows more often, if this is the treatment I get.” She
giggled.
“Let’s go home.”
“Okay.” She interlaced her fingers with his. “And don’t forget the outfit…sexy
Santa.”

THE END.
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The Daddy Diaries
By J.A.Kerr
Chapter 1
“Baby?” asked Alex, his mouth open and his eyes glazed over.
“Yes,” said Annabelle, her fingertips tip-taping on the table. “We’ll need to get
married asap.” There was finality in her voice. Annabelle actually said asap at the end
of every sentence.
“Ggget married?” Alex stuttered.
“As soon as possible,” she reaffirmed.
Alex was struck dumb. He gaped at her.
“Don’t worry darling, I’ll organise everything,” she said blithely.
Alex had gone into shock. That’s what he was afraid of. He didn’t know how he
felt about Annabelle. Sure, he found her sexy...but marriage and babies? However,
Annabelle had a way of getting what she wanted.
When the nurse placed his son in his arms, he was smitten. Somehow Alex found
himself at the altar eight weeks later. Annabelle had been planning the wedding even
during labour.
“Mark and Judy?” she asked, panting.
“Eh?”
“I need another couple for the table plan, Alex,” she said before the grunting
began.
“You hate Mark,” said Alex in alarm. As Annabelle’s face went puce from
pushing, he quickly answered. “Fine.”
His bewildered parents, still adjusting to the idea of becoming grandparents, were
no match for his new and dominating wife. They smiled and cooed at their grandson
as smitten as their son.
Alex didn’t have to worry about where they would live. Annabelle’s parents
stepped in with a substantial deposit on a beautiful, terraced house they couldn’t
afford. They also seemed in awe of their daughter as she told them firmly that she
couldn’t possibly take baby anywhere else.
Annabelle landed a top job as soon as university ended whereas Alex only
managed to secure a temporary position; probably because his degree was in zoology.
It was like a badge of honour; zoology was almost impossible to fail, but Alex had
come close. It seemed even the nanny got paid more than him—something Annabelle
was quick to point out—and the rest, as they say, is history. Even criminals are
assumed innocent until proven guilty. He tried to put up a defence.
“If I’m at home looking after Noah, how can I advance my career?
“What career?” Annabelle commented.
“I’ve still to find a niche,” he blustered.
“Find it when Noah goes to nursery,” she said soothingly. “That way, we can save
on childcare, and you can choose a position you really want. Rather than taking
something because we need the money.”
And just like that he became a house husband. Alex knew he was good looking;
people both male and female had been falling over him since he was an infant. He
took all this in his stride as only beautiful people do. But there was more to Alex than

met the eye. His gentleness and his ready wit was appealing to both sexes alike. He’d
been surprised to find himself a father at the tender age of twenty-two. He’d met
Annabelle at university. Something about her arrogance and intelligence both
attracted and repelled him. She was dominating from the start, and Alex admired and
feared this quality in equal measure. She didn’t pander to him or his looks, which was
a breath of fresh air. When they made love for the first time, she’d taken control and
Alex let her. She was surprisingly athletic in bed. She had given him no indication
that motherhood would be imminent some six weeks later.

Chapter 2
The Daddy Diaries
So, it was just him and Noah and, yes, Annabelle’s to do list. He scanned it warily
and sighed. Grabbing a bottle of breast milk Annabelle had expressed earlier, Alex
tried not to think of the image it conjured up; Annabelle hooked up to a machine like
a cow. He smiled guiltily. The first job on the list was to change and feed Noah. Duh!
He wasn’t a complete idiot. Next, he was to take his infant son to playgroup.
Annabelle had told him it was crucial for Noah’s development that he mixed with
other children. He was six months old, for Christ’s sake, and slept most of the time.
Alex knew Noah was an easy baby, but didn’t want to let on to Annabelle, in case she
thought of other things for him to do.
He thought of his parents. His father had been a junior diplomat who loved his job
and the travel; as did his mother. He told Alex they were a perfect fit, with a mutual
love of their lifestyle and, unlike many other couples in their circle, each other. It
came as quite a shock to both of them when Pamela found out at the ripe old age of
forty-four—not quite a Cherie Blair—she was pregnant. She’d told Alex she’d stared
at the pregnancy test in awe. But six tests later—all positive—she felt quite certain
this time was not a false alarm and quickly poured herself a large gin and tonic.
Drinking was quite normal in those days, she reassured him and good to steady the
nerves.
His mother always cried at this point, then apologised and blamed it on “the mental
pause” as she liked to call her menopause. It was worse if his father was in the room
because he often got teary as well. They loved him fiercely, having given up all hope
of being parents. There was no boarding school for him. No. He attended the
international school—this was later blamed for his lack of academic aptitude—and he
was the apple of his mother’s eye. He got into University by the skin of his teeth and
was having the time of his life until two weeks before graduation, when he met
Annabelle and everything changed.
He stared at his son, sleeping peacefully in his pram and braced himself for
playgroup. As Alex entered the church hall the chatter ceased immediately. Even the
toddlers stopped what they were doing and stared at him. He blushed as numerous
sets of female eyes rested on him. Their stares were first suspicious, changing to
appraising and then to something he could not put his finger on. He edged in, selfconscious, and sat in the first seat he came too. A light sweat had broken out on his
forehead. He stared down at Noah and wished desperately he’d wake up and give him
something to do.
“Tea or coffee?”
His head jerked up. “Sorry?”

“Would you like a tea or coffee?” the woman asked again with a smile.
“Ummm coffee,” said Alex nervously.
“I’m Adele.”
“Alex,” he replied, a little alarmed when she sat next to him. He really did want a
coffee.
“So is it your first time?”
Alex’s face must have shown his confusion because she quickly added, “bringing
baby to playgroup?”
“Yes,” he replied.
“He yours?”
“Yes.” He nodded and looked at Noah with pride.
“Your first?”
Alex was beginning to feel interrogated. “Yes,” he said hesitantly.
“Filling in for mum?”
Adele had obviously missed her calling at Guantanamo Bay. “No, my wife works
full time.”
“Ah,” she replied, a look of disapproval of her face.
“Hello, I’m Sara.”
Alex swivelled around to where another mum stood. She grinned at him, and he
knew immediately they’d get on.
“Any chance of that coffee?” he asked hopefully.
Adele narrowed her eyes at Sara before smiling at Alex. “Coming right up.”
“Phew, I thought TFC was going to get out the thumbscrews,” said Sara giggling.
“TFC?” said Alex puzzled.
“The Fat Controller,” she said.
Alex burst out laughing. “What like in Thomas The Tank Engine?”
“Correct. I see you know our code,” said Sara impressed.
“She’s very intimidating,” he said, scanning the room.
“She’s trying to soften you up.”
“Really? Funny way of showing it.”
“TFC moves in mysterious ways. Plus I’m giving you the heads up.”
“On what?”
“It’s the playgroup’s annual quiz night this Friday. Just appear as thick as a plank
and she’ll leave you alone.”
“I don’t need to pretend,” said Alex gloomy.
“Don’t be daft. Why not join our group, we’re one short.”
“I don’t want to hinder you,” said Alex.
“Hinder us? You’ll save us. TFC is not thinking this through. You are the only one
who can answer the sport questions.”
Alex brightened. “Yeah, I’m quite good at sport.”
“Great, ‘cause the rest of us are shite,” said Sara, her lips set in a thin line.
They were joined by another mum.
“Meet Alex.” Sara beamed. “Our new teammate.”
“Hi, I’m Jane. Look Alex, sorry if we sound pushy, but you coming today has
saved us. According to TFC only groups of six are eligible for the quiz.”
“I don’t know,” said Alex. “I need to check with my wife.”
“Text her now,” said Sara. “No time like the present.”
Jane giggled and leaned closer, “There is a prize.” She wiggled her eyebrows
suggestively.
Alex couldn’t help being caught up in the fun. “And that is?”

“Now, brace yourself, Alex; a £10 book voucher,” said Jane in disgust.
“Fuck that,” said Sara. “I want wine.”
“She’d never go for that,” snorted Jane. “They don’t call her TFC for nothing...”
“Coffee,” said Adele glaring at Jane who looked completely unfazed.
“Thaank you,” Alex stuttered, aghast Adele might have overheard.
“Did you drive here?” asked Adele.
“No, I’m local. I walked here.”
“Unlike TFC who arrived on her broomstick,” said Sara under her breath.
Alex almost spat out his coffee.
“Are you alright?” asked Adele in alarm.
Jane thumped him on the back. “He’s fine.”
Another mum called out to Adele. She turned and walked towards her.
“Who’s she?” asked Alex, beginning to enjoy himself.
“WFC,” said Jane.
“Wannbe Fat Controller.” Sara clarified. “Her name is Frieda.”
Alex’s burst of laughter had more mums glancing over.
“I might as well tell you Alex, they hunt in packs,” said Jane.
“Ah...”
“Have you texted your ball and chain yet?” Sara interrupted.
Alex pulled out his phone. He saw at least three messages from Annabelle. His
heart sunk. More things to add to her to do list, he thought sulkily. A quick look at his
first message confirmed it. Finding courage he didn’t normally possess, he sent
Annabelle a text.
Alex: I’m going out this Friday for a quiz night. xxx
“Done,” said Alex, pressing the send button with aplomb.
“Excellent,” squealed Jane.
“So where are the rest of the team?”
“Mel’s running late, but she’ll be here,” said Sara.
“Joyce is on holiday, poor bitch,” sighed Jane. “I don’t know why we call it a
holiday—it’s an endurance test.”
“Yeah,” agreed Sara. “I’m still scarred from our last one. Toby was a terror.”
“Which one is Toby?” asked Alex amused.
“Over there,” said Sara grimacing. “The one with the hammer.”
They looked at Toby hammering on another toddlers head.
“No, Toby,” said Sara half-heartedly. “I usually don’t own up to being his mother.”
Alex crossed the room and crouched in front of Toby. He spoke to him and Toby
listened. There was an audible gasp when Toby handed him his hammer and tottered
off in search of something to replace it.
“How did you get him to do that?” asked Sara incredulously.
“I told him I would swap it for a chocolate biscuit,” said Alex, a smug smile on his
face.
“Ahhh bribery, that old chestnut,” said Jane with respect in her voice.
“I find it to be a tried and tested method,” said Alex.
“I presume you’ve actually got a biscuit,” said Sara as she saw her son charging
towards them.
Alex pulled a Kit Kat from his pocket with a flourish.
“Show off,” said Jane tartly.
Toby screeched to a halt and reached his hand out.

“We need to shake on it,” said Alex, offering him his hand.
Toby grinned and shook hands before ramming the biscuit into his mouth. It was
only then they noticed the plastic bat.
In one quick move, Sara had whisked it from his grasp and thrown it behind their
chairs. Toby looked confused for a second before going in search of more weapons of
mass destruction.
“Impressive,” said Alex approvingly.
“I’m a trained ninja,” said Sara.
“So who is the last member?”
“Hannah. She’s the poor cow on coffee duty. She’ll be out to collect your cup, and
I’ll introduce you then.”
“Right.” Alex felt his phone vibrate and glanced at the text. He felt his good mood
deflate.
Annabelle: Since when? I’ve got drinks after work...not sure what time I’ll be
back.
“What?” asked Jane, sensing his change of mood.
“I think my wife has plans for Friday.”
“Give me your phone,” said Jane. “I’ll handle this.”
Alex: Since now. You’ll need to leave early. I’ll be gone by 7.30! xxx
Alex gaped at the text. Annabelle would go mental.
“You don’t ask permission,” said Sara with a wink. “That’s the trick to getting a
night out.”
“I’m not sure,” said Alex, already regretting giving Jane his phone. What was he
thinking? He wasn’t, obviously. He sat on tenterhooks.
“If she gives you any trouble, just play the guilt card. Works for me,” said Jane.
“The guilt card?” asked Alex stupidly.
“Yeah, it’s quality time with her son. You did say she worked full time?”
“Yes.”
“Easy peasy. Just tell her Noah’s first word was daddy.”.
“He’s not forming words yet,” said Alex.
“He is now.” Sara laughed. “She’ll spend all of Friday night getting Noah to say
mummy.”
They were interrupted by a series of howls from the middle of the room.
“Shit,” said Sara, jumping up. Jane followed.
It looked like a rugby scrum half. All the toddlers were pushing and shoving. Out
of the corner of his eye Alex could see Toby wiggling free with a doll’s head in his
fist. Noah woke up, a startled look on his face.
“Hi. I’m Frieda.”
“Hi,” said Alex, rocking Noah.
“I’m not sure if you’ve heard but we’re having a quiz night this week.”
“Yes,” said Alex. “I’m joining Sara’s team.”
He thought he heard Frieda hiss and looked at her sharply. She was smiling but her
eyes were cold. “I see. Well if you change your mind, our team would appreciate a
male perspective.” She turned and walked away.
“What did she want?” asked Jane, scowling at Frieda’s back.
“Me,” said Alex. “I mean, for her team.”

“I’ll bet,” spat Sara who was wrestling with a furious Toby. “Tart.”
“I’ve just heard TFC has upped the stakes.” A dishevelled woman with several
mugs in her hand whispered.
“You must be Hannah,” said Alex smiling. She blushed and nodded.
“What?” demanded Jane.
“They’re bringing nibbles,” said Hannah. “A cheese board.”
“That sly fox. Seduction by cheese. She knows the way to a man’s heart is through
his stomach. You must resist such temptations Alex.”
Alex felt his phone vibrate and tugged it out of his pocket. He groaned when he
read the text, and handed his phone to Jane.
Annabelle: I assume you’ve organised childcare?
“Time for the kill,” she said, a wicked smile on her lips.
Alex: I thought you’d want to spend time with Noah. He said his first word
today. Da da. I was thrilled. xxx
There was a tense silence as they waited for Annabelle’s reply. They didn’t wait
long.
Annabelle: I’ll be home by 6.30.
“No kisses but it’s a result,” said Jane, raising her hands above her head.
Alex felt sick.
“I’ve put both our numbers in your phone,” said Jane.
“What?” asked Alex in alarm.
“Don’t worry, I’ve stored them under Bill and Ben,” she giggled.
Noah’s soft cry had Alex reaching for his son. “He’s hungry,” he said.
“He’s an angel,” said Sara wistfully before dashing off after Toby.
“What have I missed?” said Mel.
“Loads,” said Jane, ice in her voice.
“Fill me in then,” snapped Mel. She gaped at Alex. “Well...hello,” she purred.
“If you’d get here on time...I wouldn’t have to,” said Jane pointedly.
“Shut up, Jane and spill,” said Mel aggressively.
“Feeling a bit delicate?” asked Jane.
“You know wine is my only comfort. Tthat pig I married is never home. He works
away on purpose.”
“He works on the rigs, and you knew that when you married him,” said Sara,
laughing.
“Soooo,” huffed Mel. “Right now I wish I worked on the bloody rigs.”
Jane rolled her eyes. “Mel, you’ve got a cleaner, a nanny and a fabulous house...I
don’t think you can complain.”
“Watch me,” snarled Mel.
“This is Alex. He’s joined our team so we can compete this Friday.”
“Oh thank God,” said Mel sarcastically “I haven’t been able to sleep with the
worry.”
“Sleep!” shrieked Jane. “I haven’t slept since 2014.”
Mel just snorted.
“You can get your nails done for Friday,” said Sara, changing the subject.

“Mmmm,” said Mel, staring at her glamourous and elegant nails.
“And get a new outfit.”
“Okay.” Mel grumbled. “I’m in. Anyone heard from Joyce?”
“She’ll be there. That’s if she is not gaga after spending a week with her husband
and child.”
“Ouch,” said Mel. “I did warn her not to. Gary and I never holiday together.”
“Why?” Alex asked puzzled.
“Because, there’d be a murder,” said Mel viscously.
“Right,” said Alex uncertainly. How would he explain to Annabelle? He was
feeding Noah and wondering if he’d stepped into a parallel universe...

Chapter 3
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The Annual Playgroup Quiz Night...
Alex sipped his ice cold beer. He had to hand it to Annabelle; those beer coolers
she’d bought were fantastic. As was the cool bag the girls had oohed and ahhed over.
Their team “Six in the City” was level pegging with The Devil Wears Prada and TFC
and her groupies were furious—thank God looks couldn’t kill. The place was buzzing
because there was an addition to the book voucher. There was a bottle bag. A bit
bashed and obviously recycled, but nevertheless a bottle bag.
“It’s unprecedented,” said Sara.
“She’s twisting the knife,” sighed Hannah.
“It’s fucking fantastic,” Mel exclaimed.
“We’ve still in with a chance,” sighed Sara happily. “Let’s face it ladies we were
dead in the water this time last year.”
“Shut up and concentrate,” hissed Jane. “Joyce!” She sat slumped in her seat with
glazed eyes but visibly jumped. “Sorry,” Joyce mumbled, looking momentary more
alert before slipping back into her coma.
The tension was building as the team entered the later stages of the quiz. Emotions
were running high and even worse the booze was almost finished. As the final round
of questions were answered and collected, the team sipped their dregs.
“Ladies and gentleman,” said the quiz master seriously. “We have a draw. We will
go to sudden death.
A collective oooh of anticipation filled the room.
“The first to answer the next question will win. “Six in the City and The Devil
Wears Prada get ready.”
“Fuck,” gasped Jane. “So close and yet so far.”
“Can we have some quiet please? Which British football team has won the most
European and Champion’s League Cups?”
“Liverpool,” Alex bellowed.
“Correct,” shouted the quiz master. “This year’s winners by a whisker, is “Six in
the City.”
They all went mental. Sara and Jane were hugging one another. Mel and Hannah
had jumped on Alex and Joyce actually woke up! The bottle bag was slammed down
on their table by TFC and the book voucher viscously pushed at Alex.

“This calls for a celebratory drink,” slurred Mel. She grabbed the top of the bottle
and yanked it out of the bag.
There was an audible gasp. “Blue Nun! Those Fuckers!” she snarled, but Alex
started to laugh and soon they were all in hysterics.
“I’m game,” said Jane unscrewing the top and firing it across the room. “Victory
tastes...” She took a gulp of wine and grimaced. “Fantastic!”
Alex returned home, drunk but happy. “We won,” he slurred. Annabelle did not
look impressed. “And I love you. Give us a kiss.”
Six weeks later...
“Baby?” said Alex stupidly.
“Yes,” said Annabelle. “Once I’m on maternity leave, we can go to playgroup and
the quiz night together!”
The End
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Sparks
By Gabriela Cazebut
Going to a writer’s retreat was not how I’d envisioned to spend my weekend.
Having a picnic at the park, with my faithful companion, while reading the latest book
I’d bought was more like it. It didn’t matter that said companion would bark at
anything passing by, destroying my imagination’s calm environment. It was summer.
My favorite season. It had just begun and I wanted to enjoy it as much as I could. Yet,
when your best-friend, you’re very pregnant best-friend, signs you up for a writer’s
workshop weekend, you can’t say no. Even if your first reaction would have been to
have a huge tantrum, outshining any three-year old.
However, I knew how crazy the hormones were attacking Mary’s usual tame
mellow mood. You did not anger a pregnant woman. Ever. I’d learned that the hard
way last week when I accidentally ate the last cookie without asking her if she wanted
it. The coffee shop had sold the last of them. She was mad at first, then she cried.
Over a freaking cookie. Worst two hours of my life.
Putting up a mega-watt smile, I thanked her for the gift and sulked all the way to
my house.
My first problem was what to pack. I raided my closet for more than casual
clothes. I didn’t have many; there was a blue dress that hadn’t seen daylight for about
two years and the usual black pants that went along with pretty much any sort of
blouse. Then, it dawned on me that it was a freaking writer’s retreat. We were all
geeks, everyone probably dressed in jeans and graphic t-shirts, because we didn’t
have to impress anyone. We just needed to come up with brilliant ideas.
Then again, I hadn’t come up with any for the last month. My chapters had gone
from lousy to lousier. Mary got the terrible idea of sending me to this writer’s thing
as a Birthday-Christmas-Valentine’s present to help me solve my problem. I knew she
had splurged on my whole-year’s celebration gift, with the best intentions; so I just
had to go. I finally settled for my jeans, and a pair of nice blouses and t-shirts. I didn’t
even try on the blue dress, I was pretty sure it wouldn’t fit and I didn’t want to add
being fat to my list of stressful things to overcome.
The dreaded day arrived and I hopped on the plane to fly to New York. Two hours
later, I was getting on a small shuttle with a weird sign painted on the outside of the
car. Two more got inside after me. A white-haired lady that reminded me of my
grandma and a blond guy that was quite easy on the eyes. “Are you both writers?” My
tone was soft as I smiled at the old lady. The grin faded as the woman pinched her
nose, clearly annoyed.
“Isn’t it obvious?” she murmured before giving me the cold shoulder. Okay.
Pressing my lips together, I shifted in my seat. The van was already moving, we were
leaving the comfort of the large city, riding through the interstate to the little town that
hosted this life-changing workshop.
Despite enjoying the outdoors, I wasn’t a true-nature lover. It was one thing to like
my small patio and another completely to be interned deep in the woods. I’d googled
the center we were staying at but there were no pictures of the accommodations.
There were only trees and a yoga instructor. Yikes.
“Where are you from?” the blond man asked from the front seat. He laid one arm
against the armrest and stared at me with a pair of baby blue eyes.

“Texas.”
He bobbed his head. “Nice. I’m from San Francisco.” He studied me impassively
with his eyes. I couldn’t pinpoint why, but the guy seemed familiar. I’d seen his
picture somewhere. He’d been wearing a plaid blue shirt, unlike the deep blue one he
had on right now. “I take it this is your first time here?”
My cheeks felt warm as I shrugged. “Pretty obvious, huh?”
His lips curved up. “Don’t pay attention to Vilma. She’s the bitter loner at the
resort.” My eyes widened at his bluntness, they cut to my seat-neighbor, but she
didn’t seem fazed.
My lips twitched, suppressing a smile. “Are you famous?” I blurted out when I
glanced at him. Vilma snorted by my side at the same time he shrugged. “I feel like
I’ve seen your picture somewhere…” I tried to remember in which back-cover I’d
seen him. I read a lot and only the most memorable titles and authors stuck to my
mind.
He waited for me to recognize him, to no avail. Apparently, if I’d read his book, it
didn’t strike me as amazing. A moment later, his bushy brows furrowed as his lips
pressed into a white slash. “I’m Tom Hetch. My book, Black Night, has just been
optioned for a film,” he finished gloating with pride.
I swallowed hard. “Sorry. I’m not good with names,” I murmured mortified.
He shook his head and grinned with the exact smile he’d worn on his book’s
jacket. “No need to apologize. What’s your name?”
“Addison Miller,” my voice was soft as I cast my eyes down. “I’m still an
unknown writer.”
“Nice to meet you, Addison Miller.” I looked up just in time to see his outstretched
hand in front of me. We shook hands before he gave me that mega-watt smile and
turned away.
My stomach fluttered as I glanced to the window. Maybe Mary was right, maybe
this whole trip was a good idea, after all.
My small sense of gratification evaporated the moment I found out we had a
spiritual mentor. I stared at the little piece of paper they’d given us, blinking rapidly,
wondering if I’d read right; but there it was, the very first line: Spiritual mentor, Craig
Moore.
I didn’t need a freaking spiritual mentor, I needed someone that would give me
writing prompts, that would push me into writing anytime of the day or tell me that I
should keep going or something along those lines. My spirit was fine, thank you very
much.
The icing on top was when one of the resort’s employee handed me a glass of
lemonade as I finished checking in. It didn’t look like normal lemonade. I only knew
it was because she’d said it. There were little brown things swimming inside it. I
raised the glass and stared at it for a moment, noticing that the water wasn’t
completely liquid, it looked like jelly. Ew.
Biting my lip, I looked around and no one seemed to have a problem with it. Even
Vilma, my grumpy seat companion, was smiling and drinking the weird concoction. I
started to scratch my eyebrow. Suddenly, the whole room felt too warm for me.
Leaving the glass on a table, I stepped outside, took a deep breath and closed my eyes.
The breeze caressed my skin as I inhaled the earthy smell of the forest around me.
There was no one outside, I enjoyed the sound of leaves rustling against each other.
My heart rate started to calm down, when the sound of a man’s deep voice sounded
nearby.

“I’m fed up with this Kevin. I’m telling you, this is the last time I’m doing this
shit. This place is full of writers,” he’d spluttered writer as if it was disgusting.
“Everyone knows that a romance writer is just a chick desperate to get laid.”
My eyes opened up at that and I turned to see the culprit behind such an
accusation. He’d stopped at the porch, observing through the windows. He was
wearing jeans and an untucked gray polo shirt. His caramel hair peeked from a black
cap that was hiding his face. The jerk laughed at whatever his friend had said. “Yeah,
nobody looks worth it. I’ll keep you updated, though.” He chuckled as he finished the
call and was about to put away his phone in his jean’s back pocket when his eyes
landed on me.
He had a strong jaw and a day’s scruff and I tried to ignore the way my heart
started to beat faster as his eyes raked over me. “Hi there.”
Pressing my lips together, I crossed my arms before turning away and ignoring
him. I wasn’t usually this rude, but his whole hot-shot demeanor and the fact that he’d
struck a chord had me reeling. I clenched my jaw so hard that it started to hurt.
In three forceful strides that made the porch’s wooden floor shake, he reached my
side. A spicy cologne invaded my nostrils. My whole body tensed. “I take it you’re a
romance writer?”
Slowly, I turned to him. He was too close. He’d hunched down a little and tilted
his head. The first thing I noticed where his hazel eyes. Green strikes over a coffee
tone. I licked my lips, uncrossing my arms. An amused look flashed through them as I
puffed out my chest. “I am. And I’m not desperate to get laid. Not with a douchebag
like yourself.”
His lips twitched as he suppressed a smile, making my blood boil once more. I
glared at him before stomping away. I heard his chuckle as I closed the lobby’s doors.
Turns out the douchebag’s name was Cole Reed. We ended up sharing the same
spiritual mentor, along with a few other authors. The thing that got me the most was
when we had to introduce ourselves and he mentioned that he wrote sports columns
for the New York Times. Sports columns. He wasn’t even a writer!
Thankfully, we didn’t have to talk to each other and I tried to ignore him as best I
could. My curiosity got the best of me a couple of times, though. Each time he’d been
glancing my way. His lips had curved up on a lopsided smile before I turned away.
At dinner, I strolled through the food line, surreptitiously looking over the tables to
plan where I’d sit. I hadn’t seen Cole, thank God, but I did get a glimpse of Tom
chatting animatedly with a brunette. Biting my lip, I vowed to overcome my shyness
and reach out to them. I didn’t want to sit alone. Mentally patting my back, I gazed at
the food. My smile faded into thin air. Everything was green. And raw. There were
some dubious white cubes on the center, but they didn’t look like cheese or chicken.
My stomach rumbled from hunger as I gazed at the lady behind the counter. “Hello,” I
cleared my throat. “What’s on the menu?”
“This is a vegan facility. You have to clean your body in order to clean your soul.”
She grinned condescendingly at my panicked face. “You’ll detox your body from
sugar, grains and all those foods that make us ill.” Then, she started to fill my plate
with different leaves, brown rice and a spoonful of the awful white cubes that turned
out to be tofu. I was still in shock when she sent me away, pouring another glass of
that yucky water with what she explained were chia seeds.
Grimacing, I chose to sit alone and poke at my green plate, cursing my alleged
best-friend’s good intentions. I devoured the nuts she’d poured on top of the salad, but

I didn’t like the tofu. It didn’t taste like anything and the texture made my stomach
squirm, so I pushed it to the side and ate the rest, sulking to myself.
Damn it, Mary.
I didn’t think I lead an unhealthy life. I went out for walks and I helped at my
brother’s ranch. That had to count as a workout. I was always sore and in pain for a
week after I visited him. I also ate veggies and such. However, I wasn’t a health nut. I
loved chocolate, sugar and bread. I couldn’t live without them.
It’s only for three days, Addison. Suck it up.
Those words began to sound like a mantra, because I had to repeat it the next
morning, when the phone in my room rang at 5 am for my yoga class. I kept repeating
it as I ambled like a zombie throughout the hotel, until I arrived at the back garden,
where a young girl was seated over a yoga-mat, clasping her hands together,
humming with closed eyes.
Trying not to glare at her, I grabbed one of the mats and laid it on the grass. The
sun wasn’t out yet, but the dark sky was fading into a lighter shade. A couple of rough
grumbles sounded behind me and I turned to look at the source. It was Cole. He was
rubbing a palm across his face as he stumbled onto the patio. My lips tugged up at his
disheveled hair and the way he looked half-asleep.
“Good day my friends. I’m Nadia, your yoga instructor, we can start now.” The
girl’s tone was soft and sort of melodic. Totally annoying.
I snapped my head back at her. “What? There’s only two of us!” Why the hell is
everyone else asleep?
She smiled at me at the same time Cole dropped his mat next to mine. “Because
you’re the only ones who’ve never taken yoga before. Everyone else is much more
advanced than you.”
Even Tom Hetch? He does yoga?
“He’s one of the most advanced students, Addison.” My eyes widened as I realized
that I’d said that out loud.
Cole snorted beside me. “Someone has a crush on the bestselling author.”
Pressing my lips together, I turned to glare at him. He was smirking, hazel eyes full
of amusement. He raised both hands in mock surrender. “Hey, don’t look at me like
that. You probably try to see romance everywhere you go,” he shook his head
chuckling.
“I am not desperate for romance, you moron,” I muttered through clenched teeth.
Glancing at our teacher, I blurted out, “Why is he here? He’s not even a real writer!”
He burst out laughing. Nadia observed us, tilting her head. “I feel a lot of tension,
here.”
I almost rolled my eyes. Of course there was tension. The guy was an idiot. I so
wanted to get up, roll my mat and hit him on the head. Repeatedly.
Her brows furrowed. “I think we’re going to have to work on that.” She stood up,
patting her behind. “Come on. Change of plans. We’re going hiking.” It did sound
better than meditation, so I didn’t protest.
An hour later, we were walking uphill and I started to feel sharp pains in my legs. I
breathed hard in short pants though I was trying not to. Nadia was ahead of me for
like 3 miles and Cole was in between us both. He didn’t seem fazed by the exercise,
though.
Two more days. Just two more. Suck it up.
The more I thought about it, I felt like Mary was totally ripped-off. The food was
mainly vegetables and fruits. No meat, fish or poultry, and there was no alcohol! No

matter what people said, I couldn’t write a romantic scene without a glass of liquid
courage to get me through the steamy moments.
When I reached the top of the hill, Nadia sat on her meditation posture again. A
few wisps of hair were dancing in tune with the wind as she started to hum. I didn’t
see Cole around and I was glad I didn’t. I literally plopped to the ground, trying to
regain my breathing. My stomach grumbled and I was so hungry that I wouldn’t have
minded eating the tofu this time.
“You’re not the sporty type, are you?” Cole’s rough voice sounded beside me as
I’d closed my eyes and extended my arms. As soon as I heard him speak, I pulled
both arms to my torso. I didn’t dare glance at him, I was too tired to. I ignored him, to
no avail; he kept on prodding. “I can imagine you sitting on your bed, with your cat
next to you, typing away.”
Was he implying that I was becoming one of those lonely women with five cats?
“I don’t have a cat.” I had a Chihuahua, but he didn’t need to know that.
“You’re a dog person, then…” he trailed to himself.
I opened my eyes and sat up, hugging my knees. “What do you care, anyway?” I
snapped, gazing at him.
The color of his eyes looked more vibrant without his cap. The sunlight was
shining right above us and the pupils were dilated; the green flecks prominent. His
lips curved up, and I couldn’t help but notice how the left side pulled up higher,
giving him a playful, almost flirtatious smile. I didn’t know if that smile was making
my heart race faster, because it was already thumping loudly inside my chest due to
the exercise. However, my mouth felt dry and I knew that it wasn’t only because I
was thirsty. There was something about the way he was smiling that made me feel
flutters on the pit of my stomach.
He leaned closer to me, his breath teasing the nape of my neck. “Don’t make a
fuss Addison, or Nadia will make us walk for the rest of the day.” I stayed silent.
Mostly, because I didn’t know what to say. He also had a point.
An hour later, we were back at the hotel. I didn’t want to be close to him, so I ran
to my room to take a quick shower and went down to the restaurant. The breakfast
menu looked more promising since there were eggs. Feeling that it might be my only
source of food for the day, I got a large omelet and a bowl of fruit salad.
I peeked through my schedule and grimaced. It was my turn for Spiritual coaching
class. I repeated my mantra a couple of times while I walked to my room to brush my
teeth. I followed the little map, asking a girl from the hotel’s staff for directions. The
class wasn’t inside of the conference rooms, it was outside. Again.
There were six people when I arrived to the meeting point. Tom’s blond head stood
out, just as Cole’s black cap. Freaking awesome. The guy was just everywhere.
Sulking to myself, I stepped next to Tom. He smiled, I grinned back. I could feel
someone else’s eyes on me but I ignored them. A middle-aged man stood in front of
the circle. He was wearing some sort of Indian long shirt that reached to his knees. It
was embroidered and cinched at the waist with a red belt. In his right hand, he carried
a basket full of white candles. “Hello my friends,” he gazed at us, pausing to examine
us for a second or two. “I’m Craig and I’m here to help you reach out to your spiritual
guides.” He stepped closer to me and lifted one candle. “Light it up and offer the light
to them.”
Was he serious?
I stared at him for a moment before I realized everyone was watching me.
Someone coughed and I just knew who was trying to hold his laugh. I grabbed the
candle and Craig made a slight bow with his head. Awkwardly, I mimicked him.

When I looked up, I couldn’t help but glance at Cole. My lips were twitching as
Craig said the same to Tom. Cole was still trying not to laugh; he was pressing a fist
to his lips, but when our eyes locked, I couldn’t hold the imminent smile that wanted
to come out. He wriggled his eyebrows as Craig moved on to the next person. I placed
a palm in my mouth and averted my eyes because I was surely going to burst out
laughing.
After he finished giving out the candles, Craig stepped to the circle again saying
that we all have several spirit guides in our lives to help us, all we needed to do was
ask. He then guided us through it. And yes, it included meditation and a lit candle.
Not an easy task. I couldn’t really concentrate after I sat cross legged. I wanted to
peek and see what Cole was doing, but I tried, with all my will, not to.
Eventually, my curiosity got the best of me. Wrinkling my nose, I opened one eye
to look at him. He was seated in the same position holding the candle with one hand;
but he didn’t seem as concentrated as everyone else. He started to scratch his right
arm and then his neck, making funny faces. I cracked a smile. He opened his eyes at
the same exact moment, as if he’d sensed that I was looking at him. Crap. My cheeks
flushed and I closed my eyes, my heart racing a mile a minute.
I don’t know how much time we spent like that. Good thing we were not under the
direct sun. It started to get humid. A trail of sweat covered my hairline. I started to
yawn. I was bored. I respected the fact that people believed in all this, but it wasn’t
meant for me. I did try to concentrate on my ongoing story, though. Except that every
time I pictured my male character, he didn’t have blue eyes anymore, they were hazel
and his dark hair was now a few shades lighter. I pictured him sporting a lopsided
smile and my heart flipped when I realized that I was imagining Cole in my mind. My
scalp prickled and I opened my eyes, shifting my legs. What the hell?
I swallowed hard, trying really hard not to look at Cole. Casting my eyes down, I
noticed the candle wasn’t lit anymore. I started to pluck some grass, while my
stomach churned. Focus, Addison. Focus.
With a soft tone, Craig started to talk. “Have you connected with them? Has their
wisdom passed to you?” He opened his eyes. “It’s time for you to go find a place and
write what you’ve seen and felt. Go. Use this momentum to channel all of your
energy.” He stood up, clapping his hands. “There’s a table behind you with paper and
pencils. Go, dear friends, share what your guides have showed you.”
Stretching and pressing my lips tight not to yawn, I stood up, avoiding Cole at all
costs. He can’t be my main character. Creasing my brows, I grabbed two sheets of
paper and a blue pencil, when Craig added one more thing. “You’ll be expected to
share your writing. Nadia will be collecting all stories before lunch and will give you
one to critique afterwards. The afternoon is free to read or write and we’ll meet up for
dinner at the dining room.”
Still uneasy about it all, I wandered through the gardens, until I found a nice spot
under a tree, next to a little pond. After biting my nails for a few minutes, I started to
scribble down a scene when Shauna meets my brooding main character, Marco. I
made sure to describe him with all the original traits I’d pictured him before. I only
added the crooked smile because that was sexy as hell. My hand started to feel numb
when I noticed that I’d written on both sides of all the pages.
Huh. Maybe this whole thing actually works?
I hadn’t even tried to connect with my guide spirits, but the exercise, combined
with the unplugging from any social media was actually helping me to accomplish
something. The only thing that still sucked was the food. After lunch, I was so

freaking hungry. There were soy casseroles and stuff but I rather eat more salad than
that.
Nadia had collected my pages before; now she approached me with the story I
needed to critique. Letting other people read your stuff isn’t easy. Especially when
they’re writers too. Before she left, I asked her when were we getting our stories back
and she said, before dinner. Everything was sort of anonymous, so at least I wouldn’t
have to face whoever had to read my part.
The story I had to read was well developed. It was a mystery surrounding a
haunted house. It started out a bit cliché, but the author managed to twist it by the end.
The use of uncommon vocabulary was a plus. I finished a few side notes, before
going back to my room to grab a book.
Reading always makes time pass in a blur. Before I knew it, it was dinner time.
Thank goodness, since I’d been hungry since lunch. We were supposed to collect our
stories from the front desk staff. Taking a deep breath, I made my way to it. Smiling,
the girl gave me an envelope with my name. My stomach was doing somersaults
when I walked outside to the front porch and sat on the steps to read it.
My right eye started to tic when I noticed the amount of comments. Swallowing
around the hard the lump in my throat, I took a deep breath before plunging into it.
The remarks were snarky, even sarcastic. They made fun of my expressions and made
jokes over my character’s traits. My heart started to pound inside my ribcage as I
ground my teeth. When I reached to the last paragraph, I almost lost it.
You’re so sappy that you could easily take over my newspaper advice column. It
actually pays. Think about it.
Cole Reed. I flared my nostrils, rolling my jaw. That asshole. The nerve of him!
Crushing the papers in my hand, I glanced at the glass doors. He was so going to get
it.
Stomping through the lobby, I searched for him all over the place. It wasn’t that
big a venue to begin with; yet, I couldn’t find him. Not until Tom told me he’d seen
him outside at one of the tables in the garden. Everyone was halfway through dinner
already, but my starvation had been forgotten by the imminent urge to tell Cole to go
to hell.
My strides were forceful as I reached the place. Cole’s face was illuminated by the
light of the tablet he was using. His eyes looked up as he heard me approach and his
lips tugged up with that stupid smile that I’d thought was hot. I so wanted to rip the
device out of his hands and throw it in the pond. Instead, I clenched my hands in fists
by my sides as I glared at him. He suppressed a smile, turning off his tablet and
crossing his arms, as if he was expecting this.
My temper flared. “How dare you critique my work like that? You’re not even a
writer. You write sports columns, for God’s sake! Half of it is stating facts!” I leaned
on the table, placing both palms on it. Cole’s eyes squinted, lit with a glint of
mischief. “I’m serious Cole! You’re the most obnoxious, arrogant and egocentric jerk
I’d ever came across with andꟷ” I stopped mid-sentence when the scent of bacon
drifted to my nose. His grin widened as a knowing look flashed through his eyes. “Is
thatꟷ” I was already salivating. My stomach rumbled, as the feeling of food shortage
came crashing down on me with intense force. I licked my lips. “ꟷbacon?”
“I actually spent my afternoon doing something useful, Addison.” He started to put
away his tablet. There was a black backpack on the chair next to him. He pulled out a
large paper bag from it and started to take out the items inside of it. “After I read your
story, I drove back home and got two of the best burgers from the city.” I wasn’t even
looking at him, my eyes were trained on the French fries and the ketchup.

Gosh. The hamburgers smelt like heaven.
He grabbed one of the burgers and started to peel the wax paper away. “I was
planning to share one with you, but since you’re being so rude, I might eat it too.”
I stared at him, narrowing my eyes and crossing my arms. “How did you know it
was my story?”
He took a bite and I swallowed hard. I could feel a black hole eating my intestines
away. A drop of mayonnaise mixed with tomato juice dribbled from the left side of
his bottom lip. He licked it away before placing the food back on the wax paper. “I
might not be a real writer, but I’m smart. Plus, your story wasn’t that sappy. It
actually had a few hooks in it.” He rolled his eyes before gesturing to a chair. “And I
can’t enjoy my food if you’re salivating over it.”
I was so damn hungry. Feeling exhausted, I let out a deep breath. My cheeks were
burning when I pulled out the chair and sat in front of him. Trying not to appear super
smug, he pressed his lips together before placing the burger in front of me. Next to a
package filled with French fries and a coke. If I wasn’t still reeling with anger, I
would have hugged him. I unpacked the fries and popped one into my mouth. I closed
my eyes, enjoying the greasy taste. “I’m still angry,” I muttered after I stopped
chewing.
His lips tugged up as he grabbed his burger once more. “Can I just say that I have a
package of salted-caramel chocolates sitting in my room?”
I narrowed my eyes at him. “Don’t push it, dude.”
He burst out laughing. His cackles reverberated through the night. I couldn’t hold
the smile I was trying to suppress as I unwrapped my burger. “What did you write
about?” I tilted my head, pausing to study his reaction.
His eyes were intense as he looked at me. “I have to go down to Texas next week.
If you go out with me, I’ll let you read it.” My stomach flipped at the way he was
gazing at me, and my heart was racing like crazy.
I stayed quiet as I started to eat my food. Cole didn’t say anything more, but that
crooked smile appeared on his face. I was such a lost cause. Despite everything, being
around Cole had been more fun than what I’d had in months. Plus, I was a true
believer in sparks. It was pretty obvious there were fireworks going on around here. I
was going to say yes, but not until I got my hands on those salted-caramel chocolates.
He knew it too, because that lopsided smile appeared on his lips. My heart flipped.
Cole and that darn smile.
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The Accidental Witch Slayer
By Natalina Reis
The Witch
It played something like this: “What the hell were you thinking? Are you insane?
Do you hate me that much that you are willing to destroy my life? What did I ever do
to you to deserve this?”
Add a lot of yelling, killer looks—not the good kind—and some choice words in
Dutch—also not the good kind. At one point, I really thought my best friend would
grab the nearest chair and throw it at my head.
I guess I deserved it, in a way. I certainly asked for this raw wrath even if my
intentions were pure at the roots. I just wanted what was best for him, the giant blond
Dutchman I call my friend. Or did I?
I must confess that there had been moments, as fleeting as they may, when I
wondered about the purity of my intentions. Was I really so worried about my worldly
friend, I was unwilling to give him the chance to figure out his mistake on his own?
Or was I worried instead that he would enjoy his mistake and be deliriously happy
with the Witch?
Ah, the Witch… so lovingly named by me in part because of the not-so incidental
rhyming term, but also because of her uncanny ability to bewitch the members of the
opposite sex, especially those already involved in serious relationships. Not that
Adriaan had been in a serious relationship when he first met the Witch. However he
was involved in a serious friendship with me and that’s just as bad, isn’t it?
We had first met in high school when Arie stayed with my family for a year as an
exchange student from the Netherlands. Gifted with a sharp sarcastic wit, I
immediately latched on to Arie’s own sarcastic nature and we became inseparable.
Adriaan went back to the Netherlands to finish high school, but came back on a
student visa after our senior year and was accepted as an undergraduate in my own
college.
We were joined at the hip for most of our college years and we both enjoyed
making fun of each other’s romantic conquests. I was never serious about anyone and
neither was he.
A few years ago, Arie landed a job in Seattle and, for the first time since college,
we went our separate ways. Blessed be the gods of technology for because of them we
stayed in touch one way or another. I always intended to go visit him in Seattle and he
always talked about spending some time here, in Virginia. Life has a way of foiling
our best intentions, and our friendship became a long-distance relationship reduced to
weekend Skype calls and a lot of texting. Enter, the Witch.

Mind you, I didn’t know it was the Witch until I arrived in Seattle, suitcases in
tow, preparing to give my best friend away at the altar. Not sparing adjectives, Arie
had painted an almost unrealistic picture of the new woman in his life. She was
beautiful—no, gorgeous—with long undulating golden hair and enticing gem-like
brown eyes. His words, not mine. I would have described her in a much different
light, which involved a lot of words that rhymed with more and lore. But he was in
love and I, as his BFF, had to smile and seem supportive and even happy for him.
The truth was that I knew the Witch well—a little too well actually. She had
single-handily destroyed my chances of becoming the head writer for an online
literary magazine a few years past after insinuating herself first as my ally, then as the
magazine editor’s confidant, and playing a convincing female version of Lord Lucifer
in the end.
Sometime during this metamorphosis the Witch managed to steal my then
boyfriend—not a big loss but it’s the principle of the thing—, steal my job—okay,
granted it wasn’t really my job yet, but it was going to be—, and convince my
pedicurist to move to a new salon, 20 miles away from my house. This last one was
totally unforgivable. Who is going to do my toe nails now?
And now, she was going to steal Arie from me…was there no end to my pain?
Barely recovered from the shock of seeing such an evil creature entwined in my
friend’s warm and welcoming arms, I managed to conjure up a smile—more like a
grimace.
Later, when we were left alone by my friend in a feeble attempt at allowing us time
to get-to-know-each-other, I also managed a very unconvincing, “Oh my! If it isn’t
Helga!” The Witch. “What a surprise.” Heart-stopping shock would be more accurate.
“When did you move to Seattle?” And did you bring your flying monkeys?
Dripping with slimy insincere friendliness, Helga the Witch, proceeded to tell me
how thrilled she was to see me again—where’s a barf bag when you need one?—and
that she had moved to Seattle shortly after I had told her that my best friend, the
hunky Dutchman, was living there.
Ah-ah! So that was her game. It had not been a tragic coincidence. She had most
certainly planned their meeting after I confessed to her in a moment of epic stupidity
how bereft I was to be so far away from Arie. I may even have admitted the fact that I
sometimes—only when I was lonely or when I watched romantic movies, or a few
times a week when I rode the metro—fantasized about one day locking my lips with
his in mind-blowing passion.
Now, my fantasies, as infrequent as they were, were being crushed by this tall,
ruthless woman in striped socks and pointy shoes who obviously hated my guts and
was determined to spirit everything away from me.
How was I ever going to convince my beautiful tall Dutch friend that this woman
was probably what Hamlet thought was rotten in the Kingdom of Denmark—even
though I believe she was from Michigan—and that he needed to bolt from the
relationship as fast as he could?

Arie was so cute talking about wedding venues and DJs for the reception that, at
one point, I almost drank the cool-aid… but then he mentioned the honeymoon he
was planning and my feet were suddenly very grounded. I am not quite sure at what
point Arie went from being my BFF to being my guy and how much the Witch’s
presence had to do with it, but the fact remained that I was now irrevocably in love
with my best friend. There was no way I was letting the Wicked Witch run off with
my man.
So, I did the unthinkable …

Breaking the Spell
If looks could kill I would be a very dead corpse right now. A shredded-to-bits and
then burnt-to-ashes corpse. Thankfully, Adriaan’s eyes could only hurt me in the
metaphorical sense. It did hurt though. A lot. This was my best friend turned heart’s
desire by a whim of destiny—or my own idiocy, not sure which—and being on the
receiving end of such undisguised wrath was heartbreaking.
“You are making a mistake, Arie. I didn’t do anything terrible.” My plea didn’t
erase the killer stare. I don’t think I was reaching him.
“Posting a naked picture of my bride-to-be on Facebook, Twitter, and Tumblr is
nothing terrible?”
Well, maybe a little terrible, but she was the one who posed for the damned
picture. If she didn’t want it plastered all over social media, why did she take it and
save it on an online site?
“Don’t forget Instagram…” Ouch, that look did actually hurt in the physical sense.
Was I becoming empathic? “Sorry. Just trying to lighten up the mood.”
Adriaan used to get my sense of humor. Now, it seemed like the Witch had done
more than steal him from me; she had also robbed him of his wit. I had to break her
evil spell.
“Her family is in an uproar and she is having a nervous breakdown right before the
wedding.” He raked his hair with his fingers and tightened his jaw. “What were you
thinking?”
“To be fair, she is the one who had that picture taken, one of many I should
add…”I stopped, feeling the burn of yet another laser-glare.
“Her father is threatening not to pay for the wedding and our honeymoon in the
Maldives.”
Since when did he worry about things like that? He had never had too many wants,
being happy with the simple things in life. Damn! Helga was really working her black
magic on him.

“So what? You can afford to take her somewhere nice instead.” Why was I
offering suggestions for his honeymoon with the witch? I’m losing my mind.
“Helga doesn’t want to go anywhere else,” he yelled in a very uncharacteristic
burst of anger. “She has her mind set on the luxury resort in the Maldives.”
“Well, la-dee-dah…” Ouch, I really felt that one. Hell, the look my very blond
friend gave me would put Lucifer to shame. A change in strategy maybe in order.
“Listen, Arie. I’m really sorry.” Not!
“I am really worried about you marrying Helga. You do realize I have known her
for years, right?” Adriaan stopped and his jaw dropped. “Yes, I have known her for a
while now and I just happen to be very intimate with her schemes. I just wanted to
show you who she really is before you make the biggest mistake of your life.”
My friend slash man-of-my-dreams looked as if someone had hit him over the head
with a ton of bricks. “You know her? She’s never mentioned that.”
Yeah, why would she? Our common past doesn’t shed a very flattering image of
her. “Actually, we started as friends…until I realized what kind of poisonous snake
she really was.”
“I wonder why she never said anything…” He was talking more to himself than
me.
I was surprised, too. I would have thought that the witch would at least have the
good sense of mentioning our past acquaintance to the man she was trying so hard to
snag.
He lifted his liquid blue eyes to me and I was shocked to notice pain reflected in
them. “How come you hate her so much?”
What should I say? The truth? Should I instead try to be diplomatic and fudge it a
little? This was Arie, my best friend; honesty was the only way to go.
“She stole a job I wanted really badly as well as a boyfriend. Among other things.”
He sat down heavily on the chair behind him and I followed suit. Wow, he really
thought Helga to be an angel from heaven.
“You’re not making this up just to justify your despicable act, are you?” he asked.
“I’m hurt that you’d even think that.” Mind you, there was a little bit of that mixed
up in it. “No, I’m telling you the truth. Do you remember when I told you about that
online magazine I really wanted to work for?” Adriaan nodded. “Well, I was friends
with Helga at the time and I confided in her that I was thinking of applying. That
same day she called them, snagged an interview and got the job before I even knew
what hit me. She didn’t tell me about it until she started working there.”
“Maybe she had already applied before you even told her.” He was grasping at
straws as he raked his fingers through his very blond hair.

“Don’t fool yourself, Arie. You’re smarter than that.” I leaned over and covered
his hand with mine.
What started as a comforting gesture ended sending strong electric waves up my
arm and into the rest of my body. Holy crap, I was so into him. “I was dating Jackson
at the time, remember him? The sexy nerd from New York?” I got another distracted
nod. “One evening I came home to find him in bed with her.”
Adriaan’s eyes shot up at me, pain and disgust blended into a look of utter
confusion. “She what? No, I can’t believe that. She wouldn’t…” He jumped to his
feet. “Listen, I got to go.”
I watched him walk away with apprehension. What was he going to do? I hated
hurting him like this, but better now than later when the ties of holy matrimony
weighed him down like a rusty anchor, right? Adriaan took his responsibilities very
seriously and once married I could very well see him “sticking it out” out of a sense
of misplaced commitment. Even if I hadn’t been inappropriately head over heels in
love with him, I couldn’t allow my best friend to make such a terrible mistake. Could
I? At least that’s what I told myself at that moment, but it didn’t stop me from feeling
much like a rotten rat.

Slaying the Slayer
There was machine-gun fire. Startled, I sat upright in my bed, my eyes still
unfocused and my heart beating a hundred miles a minute. Wait! It was not machinegun fire. Someone was knocking at the door of my hotel room. Who could that be? I
threw a glance at my clock. It was almost two in the morning. The knocks came even
louder this time.
I jumped out of bed in my cotton p.j.s and crossed the room to the door. My hand
stopped half way to the handle. What was I doing? I was not just going to open that
door without knowing who it was, right?
“Who’s there?” I asked, my brain finally snapping off the haziness of sleep.
“It’s me. Adriaan.” As I took a peek through the peephole, my heart somersaulted
in my chest. What was he doing here in the middle of the night? “Open up, please. I
need to talk to you, Cat.”
I fumbled with the lock and managed to open the door. Adriaan was standing by
the door, supporting himself against the door frame with one arm.
He looked like hell—hair disheveled, blotchy red eyes and swollen lips…those
sexy, luscious lips of his. My mind wandered into dangerous territory. Stop it! He
needs you to focus.
“What happened, Arie?” There was urgency in my voice, half from worry, half
from yearning. “Come in.”

I waved him into the room and closed the door behind him. Adriaan stood in the
middle of the room, brushing his hands obsessively over his face. I held his hands
still. “What’s going on? Are you sick?”
A groan was all he gave me. He had been crying. I was one of the few people in
this world who had ever seen him cry before. Usually so tough around other people,
Adriaan let his guard down around me. He had cried when he got word his brother
died in an accident some years back, and then again when his mom was diagnosed
with breast cancer. I could read the signs even though the tears were absent. He had
been crying.
Steering him to the edge of the bed, I forgot about my physical awareness of him
and focused on his emotional turmoil. He was my friend first, then my heart’s desire.
He dropped himself on the bed, hands and eyes on his lap. “I broke it off.” My
heart jumped up to my throat and I held my breath. “I went over there last night after
we talked, and I broke it off.”
In spite of myself, I actually felt a sliver of genuine guilt. “Not because of what I
said…”
As I said it, I realized how dumb and hypocritical it sounded. Of course, that was
exactly what I had been hoping it would happen. But now, seeing my best friend
sitting there so despondent and in pain, I was not so sure anymore. Was this better
than seeing him getting married to the witch?
What am I saying? Of course, it was. As much as it hurt to see him unhappy right
now, it was a million times better than standing aside and allowing him to marry
someone who would—I was certain of it—break his faithful heart.
“Not really.We talked and the truth came to the surface.” He wiped his face with
his hand again. “I just can’t believe she had me so wrapped around her little finger. I
believed she was this sweet, beautiful woman who wanted nothing better than to be
my wife.”
I was not sure he was talking to me or to himself, but when he rose his ocean eyes
to mine I knew. He was talking to his high school buddy, the one he used to share
details of his many dates with, the one he considered just one of the guys. My heart
dropped. He would never see me as a woman; someone he could love with his body
and soul.
“Here I was opening myself to her, willing to hear her side of the story, and all she
could do was tell me she had convinced her father that the naked pictures had been
photo-shopped.” His chest rose and he let out a huge sigh. “All she was worried about
was the freaking honeymoon trip…a stupid trip. Not the fact I was doubting her
morals or rethinking my decision to spend the rest of my life with her. The trip. The
goddamn, fucking trip!”
He dropped his chin to his chest, and I thought I heard him sob. Automatically, I
reached out—as I so often had in the past—and pulled him to me. He rested his face

in the nook on my neck, and I could feel his warm breath caressing my overly
sensitive skin. Big mistake! The heat was back full-force.
At first, his arms were still on his lap, but soon he moved to wrap them around me.
In full-hug mode, my heart and my body had begun to misbehave. I could feel his
heart beating against mine and the heat of his hands sending shivers up and down my
spine. Was he even aware of what sweet cruelty this was?
I couldn’t breathe. Flattening one hand on his chest between us I pulled him gently
away from me.
“What’s wrong?” he asked, blinking his blood-shot eyes. I fought the impulse to
brush a strand of hair away from his face. He had the vulnerable air very few people
were privy to that made him look so much younger. The friend in me ached to wipe
that pained look from his eyes, the woman in me was too afraid to do it.
“I can’t…” I stopped, not sure of how to say it.
He did not give me a chance to find the right words. Before I could even react, he
had pulled me closer and crushed his lips to mine. The shock froze me in place for a
few seconds. Soon, my lips opened up just enough to allow him to explore my
mouth. He tasted of beer mixed with something I could only identify as him. I had
dreamed of this moment, but this was so much better than what I had ever imagined it
would be. I melted against him, my hands sliding under his t-shirt to feel his hard,
well-defined muscles and the smoothness of his warm skin. His tongue was playing
havoc with my senses, and his hand—which had found its way to one of my breasts—
was not helping my quickly-vanishing sense of reality.
When we came up for air, our eyes met and I had to hold on tight to his arm to stop
the world from spinning. “What…?”
A look of utter shock clouded his eyes. “Shit!” Not exactly what I wanted to hear
from the guy I had just kissed.
He jumped to his feet and back-stepped away from me. “I’m sorry, Cat. I’m so
sorry.” No, don’t be sorry. Please, don’t be sorry. “I don’t know what came over me.
I…”
And just like that, my dream moment—the one I had been waiting for so long—
turned into a nightmare. With a broken heart, I watched my best friend leave my hotel
room and possibly my life.
The Witch Is Dead
With the wedding being canceled and my best friend not so much as looking me in
the eye, I thought it was time to leave. A broken heart was no excuse to stop living, as
tempting as that was. Reality was waiting.
Packing was a monotonous job that allowed me way too much time to think. About
the time I had methodically folded my third pair of jeans—you could never have
enough jeans—I was fuming. How dare he? How dare he kiss me like that and then

bolt? We are not talking about a peck on the face. His hand had been on my boob—
swoon—and his tongue down my throat—so to speak. You can’t just dismiss
something like that as an accident. At the very least, he should have tried to justify
himself.
I threw one of my favorite t-shirts across the room, feeling the threat of tears burn
in my eyes. He wasn’t going to get away with it. I was going to give that sexy,
gorgeous Dutch—body melt—a piece of my mind.
My bags abandoned on top of the bed, I slipped into a fourth pair of jeans, picked
the sexiest top I could find among the strange mixture I had brought along with me,
and slid into my favorite stiletto. I was half-way to the door when I did a double-take,
remembering I was wearing my lounge-around-the-house bra. I grabbed a very sexy
little bra and panty set I had bought downtown, and stripped again. A girl could never
be too prepared.
Eventually I made my way out of the hotel, hailed a taxi and directed the driver to
my best friend’s—was he still?—house. My stomach was doing flips and I started to
wonder if I would be able to keep my breakfast down for much longer.
It had been a couple of days since the epic encounter in my room. I had hoped that
once he had the chance to cool down and think it over, Arie would call me and we
could talk. I heard nothing but radio silence since then. It didn’t seem right to leave
without talking things over. After all, he had been the instigator of the whole thing. It
wasn’t as if I had thrown myself at him—even though I wanted to. He made the first
move, he made that choice. So why couldn’t he face me now? Had it been that
terrible? My memories of the whole thing were nothing but wonderful, shiverinducing amazing. The simple thought of it made me oozy with desire. Was it
possible he didn’t feel the same?
Adriaan lived downtown Seattle. He had shared with me that they had planned to
move into a much bigger penthouse after the wedding—courtesy of her dad. Now that
the Witch was dead, I only hoped Arie could keep the lease on his condo. I knew he
was fond of his place, even though I had never physically been there. I remember his
proud smile as he gave me the Skype grand tour when he moved in almost two years
ago.
Now that I was there, staring at the big door to the building, I realized I was scared
out of my wits. And paralyzed. I must have stood there for a good ten minutes until a
well-meaning neighbor came to offer his help. I stuttered Adriaan’s name and the man
pressed the doorbell for me.
“Are you going to be okay, miss?” he asked, squinting. “You look a little pale.”
I giggled. “Oh no. That’s just my normal color.” He left, looking a little worried.
Suddenly the intercom came to life with a rattling sound as if someone was
unwrapping hard candy on the other end. “Yeah?”
I was voiceless, I found. My vocal cords had stopped working and all I could do
was utter strange incoherent noises into the intercom.

“Cat?” How could he tell? I couldn’t even recognize my own voice and yet he got
my name out of a grunting? He knew me better than I had realized.
The door buzzed and I knew he had opened it for me. I guess that meant he wanted
me to come up. The problem was, just like my voice, my legs had ceased to function.
I found myself dragging them along the beautiful foyer toward the elevator. If anyone
was watching they would have thought I was a victim of a stroke.
The trip up to the third floor was way too fast and when the door opened, I stood
motionless staring into the hallway ahead of me. It wasn’t until the door began to
close that I sprang into action and jumped out of the elevator.
Arie was waiting for me, leaning against the doorway. Much to my dismay, he
looked deliciously hot. It was hard to think clearly around him anyway, but when he
looked that sexy my brain went into full hibernation. Only my body worked and not in
the way I wanted it to.
“I thought you left,” he said, offering no smile.
I stopped just shy of crashing into him and looked up. He was so tall, I felt my
neck resist the way I was bending it. “I was going to, but I think we need to talk
before I do.” Wow! I was impressed with myself for sounding mildly coherent.
Adriaan turned a little to make room for me to walk in. As I crossed the threshold,
I felt the heat of his body and all my muscles clenched in response. That all too
familiar heat began creeping up my legs into my core, all the way up to my face. I
caught a glimpse of my scarlet face in the hallway mirror and turned away quickly
before I lost my nerve.
Even though the couch beckoned, I decided I would stand. The fact was, I wasn’t
too sure I would be able to get up if I did sit down. I just couldn’t trust my legs at this
point.
Adriaan stood right next to me, making no effort to offer me a seat. His blue eyes
were hard and I gulped. He was still mad at me, and I didn’t blame him; I had done an
unforgivable thing. Don’t get me wrong. Helga so deserved it, but this was my best
friend we were talking about. By doing what I did, I had also hurt him and I was not
sure I would ever be able to forgive myself.
“Well?” he asked, crossing his impressive arms, his legs set slightly apart. I gulped
again.
“I came to apologize,” I said in a little voice. Somehow I gathered the courage to
look him straight in the eye. “I hurt you and—no matter how good my intentions
were—I will never be able to make up for it. I’m hoping you’ll be able to forgive me
in time, but I totally understand if you don’t.”
Was that a little smile in the corner of his lip? Or was I hallucinating? I waited for
something. Anything. But he was not about to give me the satisfaction. He stood
there, tall and fierce, lips set into a hard line, glittering eyes unreadable.

“Anyway, that’s it. I will leave you to it.” I started walking toward the door,
noticing he had barely moved.
When I reached the door, making a last minute decision, I turned around abruptly
and almost slammed into Arie. He was now almost glued to me, grinning from ear to
ear. My heart melted.
“I also wanted you to know that what happened in the room the other day doesn’t
have to change things between us. I still want you to be my friend.”
His arms were still crossed in front of him. He bent down slightly so he could look
me in the eye. “Well, guess what, Cat?” he said, his stormy voice making my pulse
quicken. “I don’t want us to be friends anymore. I’m tired of it.”
My heart fell and burned. Foolishly, I hadn’t expected this reaction. I’m not sure
what I expected; forgiveness, assurance that everything would go back to normal.
Anything but this blunt refusal. I think I may have whimpered in pain as my eyes
dropped to where my heart was lying and bleeding.
I felt his warm hands on my upper-arms and I looked up again, tears in my eyes. “I
don’t want us to be friends again, Cat,” he repeated, his eyes now warm and
beseeching. “I want us to be so much more than that.”
Shock, confusion, elation filled my heart. “What?” I managed to say.
“I love you, Cat,” he whispered, his lips so close to mine I could feel the warmth of
his breath. “I’ve always loved you. I just didn’t know the feeling was mutual.”
“How did you…?” Apparently I couldn’t finish any sentences. My power of
speech had been revoked.
“How did I know?” he finished for me. “I felt it in your touch. I tasted it in our
kiss. I knew then, you were as much in love with me as I am with you.”
“But you never told me…all these years.”
“I was scared to ruin our friendship, so I tried to live my life…,” he explained. “I
moved across the country, dated other women. It didn’t work, Cat. You were always
the first I ran to when I had good news or was sad or depressed. I couldn’t…not love
you anymore that I could live without oxygen.”
He pulled me closer and crushed his lips against mine. Nothing else mattered. It
was just Arie and I, together against the world, two in one soul. When we came up for
air, he nibbled on my lips gently sending shivers of pleasure throughout my whole
being.
“Say it,” he whispered, his mouth spreading little kisses along the side of my jaw
and neck. “I want to hear you say it.”
My body was turning to a puddle of ooze and a moan was all I could produce at
first. As his lips continued his trail down my neck into that little indentation between
the neck and my chest, and then lower still, I finally uttered the words he wanted to
hear.

“I love you Adriaan Maas. I love you.”
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Heroes
by Jennifer Loring
They perched on the roof of the city’s tallest skyscraper owned by some
megacorporation, where the cameras and the public could not follow, where the
superficial injuries from their latest battle would begin to heal, through the internal
bruises only compounded upon each other. Up here, away from the garbage and the
smells and the people, it was clean, just the breeze whispering over their neoprene
costumes and moonlight limning the world’s edges and curves.
“Tomorrow night.” Ryan crumpled his blue Psionic Tempest mask in his fist.
“You’re really doing this.”
“Technically, you’re doing it.” Dark Thorn—Cody—smirked.
“What if someone finds out?”
“That’s why I’m sneaking away. Slithering out of town under cover of night.
Besides, what kind of villain would I be if I wasn’t keeping the hero’s big secret?” He
nudged Ryan in the ribs.
“The city would fall apart if they knew…” Ryan twisted the mask, fingers seeking a
ragged edge he could pick at and pull apart, unraveling the secret identity he’d never
asked for.
“Which part?”
“All of it.”
“So you give them our big finale, they feel safe again, everyone’s happy.”
He glanced at Cody but couldn’t hold his gaze for long. His eyes shouted what his
mouth feared to speak. “Why quit now?”
Cody shrugged and tugged down the zipper of his form-fitting purple and black
costume about two inches. They’d chosen neoprene for its weather-resistant
properties and its quietness. But the way it molded to the heroes’ godlike bodies, no
wonder so many of them were screwing each other. “Tired of being a freak, I guess?
At least in public. We’re born with these powers, and the second we pop out”—he
chopped the side of his hand into his other palm—“our lives are predetermined.
They’re so afraid of us they control us from birth. Make us choose, superhero or
supervillain. Make us live out their fantasies for them.”
“So you stage your death, assume another identity, and suppress your powers.” Or…
“Look at that heroic scowl.” Cody cackled. “That noble jawline and valiant stare.”
“Don’t.”
He leaned in close and whispered in Ryan’s ear, “They deserve it, you know. For
everything they’ve done.”
“Promise me you won’t do anything stupid.”
Cody raised one hand and extended his little finger.
Ryan snickered, shook his head, and wrapped his pinkie around Cody’s. “Get
cleaned up and come over. We’ll talk about the plan for tomorrow night.” He stood up
and held out his hand.
Cody gripped it and hopped up. “See you in a bit.” He winked, then dove off the
building’s edge. In another moment, he was airborne and sailing over the city, Ryan
watching until he was no more than a black speck against the moon.
***
Cody was waiting in the hall with a six-pack and a pizza. Like any good villain, he
was dark-haired, sporting rakish stubble, and possessed the Luciferian ability to wear

anything as though it had been invented for his body alone. Tonight, a white buttondown opened enough to allow a devilish peek of chest hair, a black sport coat, and
jeans.
“Come on in.” Ryan gestured at the couch.
Cody set the pizza and beer on the coffee table. “Dig in.”
Ryan was halfway through his second slice before he spoke again. “Cody, I don’t
know if I can do this.”
Cody slurped at a long string of mozzarella and chased it with a swig of beer. “Don’t
punk out on me. We’re just pretending, remember? This whole thing has been one big
act.”
“All of it?”
Cody’s gray eyes flickered, lightning behind the storm clouds. “Come on, Ry.”
“When we were kids, I envied you for being able to fly. It’s funny—usually it’s the
heroes who can fly, you know? And the villains who have mind control powers.”
“You think we made the wrong choices.”
“I don’t know.” To choose hero or villain was the only illusion of self-determination
granted to them. No way would they be allowed a selection the powers-that-be
deemed incorrect.
“I don’t regret it, and I don’t regret being paired with you. Powers aside, you’re the
nice guy. The unselfish one. The one who cares. We did the right thing.”
“You’re not a bad person.”
“Depends on the company.” Cody clinked his bottle against Ryan’s. “To endings and
new beginnings.”
Ryan gulped down the IPA, its coolness refreshing on his suddenly parched throat. “I
meant you leaving. I don’t know if I can…”
“If change was easy, people would welcome it. We’ve spent most of our lives
beating each other to a pulp. I’m tired. You’re tired.”
His gaze flitted between Cody’s eyes and lips. He set down his beer and erased the
space between them. One hand on Cody’s chin, rough against his skin. Then crushing
their lips together, Cody gasping, his mouth softening. Tongues seeking, twining, as
he knotted his fingers in Ryan’s hair.
“It’s been too long,” Cody whispered and licked his lips.
“They’ve made us hurt each other all these years, never knowing how right we were
for each other.”
He pressed his forehead to Ryan’s. “This is your chance to find happiness. Peace.
Because as right as we may be, they’ll make sure we’re always wrong.”
“Do you really have no regrets? Because I do.” Ryan wrenched away from him. He
slid his thumb up from the bottom of the beer bottle to catch a dribble of
condensation. “I regret not taking the chance with you. Out in the open, in the public
eye, not these secret trysts every few months.”
Cody gazed at his hands clenched in his lap. “They’d never let it happen. For fifteen
years, I’ve been their breezy psychopath. If they found out that all this time I’ve…”
His Adam’s apple dipped. He rubbed his chin, the muscle in his jaw pulsating.
“You’ve what?”
“Nothing,” he grumbled.
Closing off already. Typical. Easier that way, to entomb whatever feelings he might
have, if any, behind a wall of lunatic indifference.
“If what I say next ever leaves this room, I swear I’ll end you. All I’ve ever wanted
is for you to be happy. And that”—Cody tipped up Ryan’s chin—“requires me to be
gone.”

“It requires Dark Thorn to be gone. Not Cody Robinson.”
“Semantics, my friend. I am Dark Thorn; Dark Thorn is me.” But Cody’s shoulders
slumped, and he took another big gulp of beer. “Besides, we planned for this months
ago. You went along with it.”
“Because it was what you wanted.”
“Ryan, listen.” Cody set his hands on Ryan’s shoulders like a coach giving his
quarterback the pep talk of his career. “I ‘die’”—he rolled his eyes—“you get to retire
and finally do and be whatever you want. We’re both free.”
“Someone will find out. They always do.”
“I’m willing to take that chance.”
“You’re all I know, Cody. Why is this so easy for you?”
Cody narrowed his eyes. His nostrils flared. “Is that what you think?”
“Why shouldn’t I? Not once did the idea of us leaving together come up.”
“We both disappear at the same time, and what do you think will happen? They’ll
hunt us down.” His eyes flint chips, sparking into a smoldering, barely inhibited rage.
“Reprogram us. I’d rather spend every day missing you than having no memory of
you at all.”
“So that’s it, then.”
“I’ll get in touch as often as I can.”
Ryan let out a derisive snort. He tossed his pizza crust into the box and jumped up
from the couch. “Thank you for making me feel as special as anyone else you’ve
fucked.” He crossed the room and laid his hand on the doorknob. “Get out.”
“No.”
“Goddammit, Cody.”
“I know you can’t read freaks’ minds, and you shouldn’t have to read mine to know
how I feel.”
“Then fucking say it for once.”
Cody floated across the room like the show-off he was and alighted before him. He
grabbed Ryan’s face in both hands. “I’d rather show it.”
“You can’t just get in my pants every time we fight.”
“It’s worked for fifteen years.” His mouth quirked up in that cocky, sexy smirk
before he lowered it to Ryan’s. He traced the curve of Ryan’s lower lip with his
tongue. “Don’t be like them,” he murmured. “Don’t think I have no feelings just
because I don’t put them on display.”
“We’re alone, Cody. And you’ve never once said—”
Cody gave his mouth a gentle nip. He slipped his tongue past Ryan’s lips, his kiss
flavored with the longing he so stubbornly refused to speak and the jagged gasps that
breathed life back into Ryan after every battle. Pinned to the wall, he let Cody strip
him, paw at him, stain his skin with each caress of his lips. Cody had broken and
repaired him a thousand times, healed with his mouth the scars he had inflicted.
“You think I want this.” Cody shrugged out of his sport coat and flung it at the
couch, then worked at his shirt buttons. “That I want to leave you. God, look at you.”
He stroked Ryan’s chest, his belly, each muscle fluttering beneath his touch, speaking
to him, his veins throbbing with Cody’s pulse. “You were my first everything, and I
wish so badly you could be my last.”
Ryan blinked away his tears. Nothing more than willpower was holding him
together. Then Cody kissed him again, making paths to all his secret places,
communicating in the mouth’s most basic and beautiful way. Unlocking doors with
each whisper, each flick of his tongue.

Cody wriggled out of his pants and underwear and pressed his hard, hot cock against
Ryan’s. “It’s not fair what they’ve done to us, making us enemies. But we beat them,
Ryan. All this time, we’ve been best friends and more than that, we’ve been lovers.
Whatever happens, we won a long time ago.” He drew his tongue along Ryan’s
collarbone, up his throat. “And we still have tonight. After which”—he nibbled on
Ryan’s earlobe and closed a hand around his cock—“you will never get the taste of
me out of your mouth or the feel of me off your skin.”
“I don’t want to.” Ryan gripped two fistfuls of Cody’s hair and asserted his vow with
a wet, brutal, tongue-thrusting kiss. Cody sank his fingers into Ryan’s ass cheeks,
kneading him. Slipped one in between and inside him, readying him.
“Come here.” Cody tugged him toward the hall, the bedroom. “So I can spend the
rest of the night fucking you.”
***
Every part of Ryan was sore, their bodies colliding like galaxies forming new
worlds. On his stomach, clenching the pillow, he pushed back against Cody, driving
him deeper. Cody ran his tongue between Ryan’s shoulder blades, bit the nape of his
neck, raked his nails down his back. Sweating, sliding over him. Groaning and filling
him again as he shoved Ryan’s face into the mattress.
Depleted, he bound Ryan to him with one arm around his chest. Ryan kissed his
flexed bicep. He listed to Cody’s breathing, to his heartbeat, wandered a hand over his
six-pack and his hip, his muscled thigh and the flagging shaft that twitched when he
fondled it. Memorized his body for the time, too soon, when memory was all he could
call upon, his mouth already a scar ripped open each time he spoke Cody’s name. He
craned his neck to suck at Cody’s mouth, his lips both sin and salvation.
Cody, eyes still closed, exhaled softly and smiled. He combed his fingers through
Ryan’s hair. “I really am doing this for you.”
“I know.”
“What will you tell them during the press conference?”
Ryan sketched the contours of Cody’s chest with a series of kisses, his hair coarse on
Ryan’s lips. Bruises, both fresh purple and faded yellow, mottled his otherwise
perfect skin. “That I did what I had to do. Dark Thorn was a product of his
environment, but I don’t believe he was fundamentally evil.”
“Hmm. They aren’t going to like that.”
“I don’t care. Maybe you were right. Why aren’t we fighting back? We’re the ones
with the power.”
“Because of the potential for collateral damage. Innocent lives at stake you’ve
deemed less important than your own. Not to mention they’d probably nuke the shit
out of The Facility at that point. All those baby freaks’ lives on your hands, too? You
heroes wouldn’t last a day without a collective nervous breakdown.”
“You’re so charming.”
“I’m honest. The most hated villains usually are.”
Ryan nestled closer to Cody, his chest tight with worry. “What are you going to do
after tomorrow?”
“Who knows? Maybe buy a private island with my ill-gotten gains. Become an
entrepreneur. Cure cancer.”
Ryan laughed, dragged a finger along Cody’s treasure trail, and snarled his fingers in
his bush, his cock stirring again as the heel of Ryan’s palm grazed its root. “Right.”
“It should’ve been like this. Us, together. You were right, too. Here we are, thirtyone years old, sneaking around like teenagers. I hate them.” The pitch of his voice had
darkened to a moonless night.

“Cody, you promised.” Ryan, in contrast, sounded like wheedling child. He cringed,
his ears aflame. Some hero.
“Only for you, Ry.” He kissed the top of Ryan’s head. “Try to get some sleep.”
“I don’t think that’s going to happen.”
“Well then…” Cody rolled him onto his back, pinning his shoulders to the mattress.
“If you’re going to stay awake, I should at least give you a good reason.”
Their eyes exchanged the words they’d never spoken. That should have been
enough, Ryan supposed, but nothing would ever be enough after tomorrow.
Cody lit his skin with kisses down his body. Then he was in Cody’s mouth, and for a
few precious minutes, tomorrow didn’t matter anymore.
***
“Ready?”
Ryan’s gaze ping-ponged from the bustling city below them to Cody and back again.
The big showdown. The end of everything. “No.” He yanked down his mask, which
left only his eyes and mouth exposed.
Cody, behind him, slipped his arms around Ryan’s waist and kissed him just under
his jaw. “I’ll never forget any of it, Ry.”
Ryan shrugged him off, but the pain did not intend to relinquish its embrace. “Let’s
just get it over with.”
Silence. Cody tipped his head back to look at the glittering sky, but his eyes had
grown dull. “All right.”
He was gone. Ryan awaited his cue. The last time he would see Cody, touch him,
hear his voice, and it had to be like this.
“People of Taylorsville!” Cody’s baritone boomed throughout the station,
throughout the city. He had interrupted the satellite signal feed at Taylorsville’s
teleport, the nervous system of the state-run channel that was mandatory viewing each
night from six to eight. “You’ve seen what I can do, and yet the crimes against my
people continue! Unless every child at The Facility is released immediately, I will
make you all watch as one by one, I eliminate your families and friends from
existence.”
Ryan’s stomach plunged into his boots. This wasn’t the plan.
This was suicide.
“Cody, no,” Ryan moaned. “No, no, no!”
He couldn’t read Cody’s mind, but he could scramble it a bit. He closed his eyes and
focused every thought on him; those thoughts became images, those images whirling
and tumbling, breaking apart and reassembling in ways that made no sense. A true
psionic tempest.
Cody’s voice cut mid-sentence. Now Ryan concentrated on the teleport, envisioning
himself there. He could transport only himself via telekinesis, but he needed nothing
more tonight.
He materialized beside Cody, who had left the main building and was meandering
beneath the satellite array enclosed behind a chain-link fence topped with barbed
wire. He rubbed his masked head. “What the hell…”
“That was me. Sorry. What the fuck were you doing?”
“Luring you out, of course.”
“You set foot in the city now, I guarantee there will be helicopters, snipers, SWAT—
”
“And not one will take a shot if you’re with me.” Cody hooked one powerful arm
around him and launched into the air, hurtling toward the skyline. The world above

and below sped past in a blur of silver, blue, and black, the swiftness tearing Ryan’s
breath from his lungs.
Police had mobilized in the streets, which camera crews and reporters had lined.
Their leads filtered into his ears, the words a jumbled mélange describing a stranger,
not the man Ryan had grown up with.
The man he loved.
The murderous psychopath known as Dark Thorn…
…violent supercriminal holds the city hostage…
Cody slammed his fist into Ryan’s mouth with the force of a rocket achieving escape
velocity. White-hot stars exploded behind his eyes. His teeth shaved Cody’s knuckles,
peeled away the skin and left Cody’s blood in his mouth where his cock had been
only hours before. An alarmed cry rose from the crowd below.
“What…the…fuck…” Ryan panted, his lips two inflated balloons. The sharp edge of
a chipped front tooth kept scraping his tongue.
Cody was clutching a fistful of Ryan’s costume and nothing more. He dangled him
above the throng at a fatal distance; Ryan flailed, trying to grab at his shoulders,
anything not to feel all that empty space beneath him. Or inside him.
“This isn’t…”
“I know. Bear with me, Ry.”
“Wh-what?”
“I’ve decided to deviate from the script.” Cody thunked his head against Ryan’s.
Pain detonated in his skull, bright red and blinding. Bad enough Cody could fly—his
inhuman strength, though he possessed the body of a normal human athlete, was the
true menace.
“Fight back, dammit!” They swooped toward the street, where spectators scrambled
to either side as Cody skidded to a halt, still grasping the fabric at Ryan’s chest.
“Fight back! Show them what they’ve done!”
Ryan, stupefied and his head clanging like every bell in every cathedral on Earth,
stared at him.
Cody curled his fingers under his mask and jerked it up.
“Stop,” Ryan whispered. “They’ll hunt you down if they know who you are.”
All the cops had trained their weapons, handguns and shotguns alike, on Cody. Ryan
looked to the rooftops. Black-clad men holding sniper rifles lay with eyes to their
scopes. Helicopters buzzed gnat-like overhead, and in them crouched more snipers.
I could control them all. Create an army of my own. And they know it.
Yet they’ve trusted me all these years not to. He was right. I’m the good guy, whether
I want to be or not.
“Then fight me. You’ve given your life to these people, and they don’t even know
what you’ve sacrificed. Fight me, or I’ll let them kill me on the spot.”
Ryan’s chin wobbled. “Why?”
“Because I don’t want to live without you.”
He staggered back, his heart wrenching itself apart. “You never planned to leave.”
“I have a serum that will take away my strength. I was going to inject it before we
fought.”
“So I’d kill you.”
“Better you than them.”
“This wasn’t the plan!” Ryan shrieked, his veins aglow with rage, with heartbreak.
“You don’t get to manipulate me into your suicide! You don’t get to decide how I say
goodbye to you!” One gloved fist hurtled toward Cody’s cheek, connecting with a
meaty thud and knocking him to the asphalt.

He’s taken it already. Oh God, no…
But that knowledge was powerless to appease his fury, his anguish. The thought
screamed through his brain: Why? Why couldn’t you ever just be honest with me?
Nothing he inflicted on Cody would ever compare to the agony fulminating inside
him, the storm unleashed in a hail of punches, kicks, and stomps, Cody breaking
under the force as bones crunched and blood sprayed crimson beads onto the street.
Cody reflexively shielded his head with his arms, but strength seeped out of him
with each blow, each crimson droplet. Absolute, horrified silence had descended. The
air was brittle with tension. Ryan fell to his knees and carefully removed Cody’s
mask, revealing the bloodied, battered face beneath. Ryan’s swollen lips quivered,
and tears smarted in his eyes. He noted the shallow rise and fall of Cody’s chest.
“You know it was always you,” Cody said with a gruesome smile, his teeth bloody
and broken. “It had to be.”
A shot splintered the quiet, but Ryan was already raising one hand, interrupting the
bullet’s trajectory toward Cody’s heart. The bullet wavered in space, inches away, all
of Ryan’s focus directed upon it. “I can send this at any one of you instead,” he
shouted, “and I wouldn’t care. Do you know what they do to us? As soon as our
mutations are identified, they steal us from our families, and we’re warehoused in a
facility where we’re experimented on and trained only to fight. We’re placed in pairs,
where we have to decide who will be the hero and who will be the villain. When
we’re sixteen, we’re assigned to a city, and we fight until one of us dies. It’s all for
your entertainment. It’s how you control us.”
“That’s my boy,” Cody murmured, and gurgled up a mouthful of blood that spilled
over his lips.
“You don’t see us as human, do you? You don’t think we could be anything like
you. That we could want normal lives. That we could fall in love.”
Thousands of pairs of eyes stared back at him, wide with fear, narrow with anger. He
searched them for a shred of empathy. A handful, perhaps, but revolutions had never
needed more than humble beginnings.
And I will be that revolution. Cody and I, together.
Ryan let the bullet drop with a harmless chink to the ground. He closed his eyes and
kissed every cut, every bruise, every welt on Cody’s face.
Cody trailed his fingers along Ryan’s cheek. “I love you, and I’m sorry I never said
it. I thought I didn’t need to.” He scowled and clutched at his side. One of his ribs was
poking through the neoprene. “I won’t go anywhere without you.”
“And I would go anywhere with you,” Ryan whispered into his ear, where blood had
dried, had leaked into his hair and matted it. He climbed off Cody and helped him
regain his balance, which was unsteady at best. “Can you fly?”
Cody circled his arms around him. His gray eyes gathered the starlight and reflected
it back at him. “I can do anything.”
***
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That Voodoo That You Do
A.L. Vincent
“Bienvenue! Welcome to the Gilded Lily,” Josephine Jacobson—J. J.—said
automatically as a customer approached the front desk.
Merci! She looked up from the elegant front desk of the New Orleans hotel and fell
head over hormones into lust. A white-hot wave she felt all the way to the tips of her
fangs hit her. She trailed her tongue along the tips, willing them not to show
themselves.
“Checking in,” said the object of her affliction. “Name’s Rhett. Rhett Butler.”
“Rhett Butler?” J. J. raised an eyebrow.
His hair was jet black underneath the baseball cap he wore. Black tribal tattoos
wrapped around arms the size of Amazonian anacondas. He wore a simple black Tshirt and fashionably tattered blue jeans. His eyes were deep brown, as was his five
o’clock shadow. He was tall, over six feet, if J. J. was to estimate. He was just her
type, masculine and ragged around the edges. And somehow very familiar.
“What can I say, my dad was a Gone with the Wind fan,” he replied.
“Is that right?”
“Yes ma’am.” He leaned over the desk, closer to J. J. “You look like a woman who
should be kissed. And often…” His smoky voice trailed off.
“And by someone who knows how,” J. J. finished for him breathlessly. She
inhaled and stepped back. “You are in the Red Light Suite, Mr. Butler. Are you here
for the Voodoo Music Festival?”
“Yes, I am.”
Her eyes met his, and the air between them sizzled. The flame seemed to burn the
oxygen out of the air, leaving her lightheaded. She sucked in a breath, catching a
whiff of his woodsy cologne. She closed her eyes as the floor seemed to shift.
Only one man had ever made her feel this way. It couldn’t be. Not again.
She exhaled and choked out, “This key unlocks both your room and the gate to
your private courtyard. Enjoy the festival and your stay with us. If you need
anything”—J. J.’s voice broke on the word anything—“don’t be afraid to call the
front desk.” J. J. held the key out, and Rhett’s fingers brushed over hers, moving
slowly and deliberately.
Anaconda Arms, aka Rhett Butler, pocketed the key. “If I need any…thing”—he
winked at her—“you’ll be the first one I call, Miss...”
“Jacobson,” she replied. “J. J.”
“J. J.” He nodded toward the brass plated sign over her shoulder. “Complimentary
happy hour?”
“Yes. At eight.”
“That’s a little late for happy hour, isn’t it?”
“Well, Mr. Butler, all the fun in New Orleans happens after dark.”
“Will you be there?”
“Maybe.” She smiled. Damn right I will. It had been too long. Too long since she
felt the touch of a man. Too long since she’d fed.
A smile flashed across his face. “I’ll see you then.”
He disappeared into the elevator.
“J. J.” Someone was calling her name. “J. J.!”
“What?” she snapped.

Zoey, the twenty-something bartender, was smiling at her from the adjoining door
of the hotel’s lounge.
“I’m sorry, Zoey. What is it?”
“He was hot, huh?” Zoey raised a pierced eyebrow in the direction of the elevator.
J. J. frowned and started needlessly straightening the top of the Queen Anne desk.
“Isn’t it time for your shift?”
“Are you coming down for happy hour tonight?”
J. J. thought of Rhett. She wouldn’t miss happy hour tonight for the world, “Yes.”
“Good. Tobias has been unusually rowdy lately.”
“He’s probably fussing with Lucy again. You know how they are. I’ll come down
and keep my eye on things.”
“Good. He doesn’t listen to me. He almost broke the beer mugs last night.”
“Tobias doesn’t really listen to anyone. But I’ll come down and check it out.” J. J.
turned her attention to the couple walking through the door. “Bienvenue! Welcome to
the Gilded Lily.”
As the night clerk returned from his break, J. J. checked the time on her slim gold
watch. Seven o’clock. She had an hour to go to her room, shower, and change for
happy hour.
J. J. gave the lobby a last look. Two centuries ago, it had been a bordello and she
Madame Josephine. She had chosen every detail, from the elaborate crystal chandelier
to the tapestry wall hangings, to the tall white and blue flower arrangements. Now that
it was an upscale boutique hotel, J. J. still oversaw every minute detail of the
flourishing business.
Satisfied that everything was as it should be, J. J. smiled and headed to her suite.
***
After showering, J. J. donned a soft white robe and stepped out of the bathroom.
Her wet blond hair floating around her shoulders. She thought again of Rhett. Was it
really Archer? Again? Her mind had to be playing tricks on her.
“What do you think we should wear tonight?” She stared into the closet.
Silently, a slinky black little number slid off a hanger and onto the floor. She
picked it up.
“No, not this, not yet. It’s just happy hour. Something else.”
A tight black shirt covered in silvery sequins next fell to the floor.
J. J. sighed and put it back on the hanger. “Lucy, seriously. Something less
dramatic.”
A red sweater was next to fall. It was one of her favorites. It hugged her curves and
showed a tease of cleavage.
“This is perfect. Thanks, Lucy.” She smiled as she laid the sweater and a pair of
slim black slacks on the bed and returned the bathroom. With the sliding glass doors
open to the courtyard, she could hear music. Someone was strumming a guitar in the
courtyard. The melody hit J. J. in the stomach.
As he began to sing, J. J.’s knees went weak. She hadn’t heard that voice in almost
a century.
“No, it can’t be.” She inched toward the courtyard balcony, gripping the handle on
the French door for support.
She knew who Rhett really was.
***
Rhett, aka Archer Grayson, surveyed the lounge as he walked in looking for J. J.
The hotel’s small lounge was decorated much like the rest of the hotel: simple,
classic, and elegant.

Archer decided on a seat on the far side of the room. One that had an empty seat
next to it, for J. J. A little darker, quieter, and he could watch the door.
“What can I get for you?” the bartender asked.
“Gentleman Jack and water is fine.” He settled onto the bar stool to do one of his
favorite things—people watching. Most of the time, the inspiration for his songs came
from just sitting and watching. You never knew when an expression or the whisper of
a conversation would lead to an idea, and that idea would lead to a lyric, then to a
melody.
Suddenly, the volume of soft music unobtrusively drifting through the bar went up,
startling the customers.
The bartender grimaced and grabbed the remote. “Sorry about that, guys. Must
have been a power surge or something.” She glared at the empty seat with the beer
mug in front of it. The music went up again. Again, the bartender turned the music
down.
Archer sipped his drink. Tomorrow night would be sound checks and set lists, and
Saturday night he would perform. In between, he would scout the area for
undiscovered talent for the record company he was starting.
He took another sip, the glass at his lips as J. J. walked in. Gorgeous before, she
was a knock-out in a simple red sweater and black slacks. Her blue eyes scanned the
bar. Their eyes met, and Archer swallowed hard. The unintentional action lit a fire
down his throat, a flame that matched the one he saw in her eyes.
Her eyes narrowed as her red lips curved into a smile. She gave him a nod before
she stepped behind the bar. The bartender spoke to her in a low tone, gesturing toward
the speakers and the empty seat with the still full mug of beer.
“Zoey?” J. J. glanced up at the ceiling and said a little loudly, “I’m thinking of
switching from Abita to Heineken.”
Instantly, the music silenced.
J. J. grinned and handed the bartender the remote. “That should do it.”
She smiled at the bartender and said something Archer didn’t hear. The bartender
nodded, and J. J. looked at Archer. She raised an eyebrow. She quickly fixed herself a
drink and made her way from behind the bar to the empty stool beside his. Her
perfume wafted up, and his stomach dropped. It was a light, clean, citrusy, scent.
Nothing flowery or overbearing for her. He also liked the fact that she drank her
whiskey neat. This was no fussy, high-maintenance woman.
“Hi again.” She sat down.
“Hi there.” He nodded toward the bar. “Got the bugs in your system worked out?”
“I guess you could say that. These old buildings can be quite…cranky
sometimes.”
“I’m sure they can.”
“So, you’re here for the Voodoo Festival?”
“Yes, I am.” The Voodoo Music Experience was a major music festival held in
New Orleans every year around Halloween.
“I haven’t been in years,” J. J. said.
“It’s been a while for me as well.” Archer had performed there with his band
several years ago, when they were just breaking out. This year, they would be one of
the headliners. Seemed like he was coming full circle. He just wished he didn’t feel so
jaded about the whole thing.
“I keep saying I’m going to go, but that’s always a busy weekend for us here, so I
usually miss it.”
“That’s too bad,” Archer said. “I can get you tickets if you would like…”

“I think I would. I have a great staff, so maybe I can sneak away for a little while,
at least.”
He sipped his drink, hoping it would put out the flame. He was wrong.
“So, Mr. Butler. What is it you do when you aren’t traveling around to music
festivals?”
“Pharmaceutical sales,” he told her, smiling.
She looked him up and down. “Yeah, right,” she said, and he laughed.
“I’m really in the music business. I’m scouting out new talent for a record label.” If
she hadn’t figured out who he really was yet, he wasn’t going to tell her. Not yet. He
wanted to sit here and enjoy a drink with a beautiful woman, without the hundred
questions he’d heard thousands of times. Besides, he’d never been one to flaunt his
fame anyway.
“How are you enjoying your stay here at the Lily so far?” J. J. asked.
“It’s looking up.” Her blue eyes turned the color of a darkening sky, and Archer
had to look away. What he wanted to do at that moment was not at all socially
appropriate. Considering that she obviously ran the hotel, she probably wouldn’t
appreciate being mauled in the lounge by a customer.
“How would you like the grand tour of the place?”
“I think I would like that. Lead on,” he said, and finished his drink.
***
J. J. stood on unsteady feet. This guy definitely had her off balance. She almost
wished she hadn’t gone with the spiky, sexy heels, which did nothing to keep her
stable.
He followed her through the lounge doors and out into the lobby. J. J. led him
through the halls of the hotel, telling him stories about the hotel. Soon, they stood in
front of his suite.
“And Mr. Butler, this is your suite, The Red Light Room. This was Lucy’s room.
Reputedly, one of the most haunted rooms in this hotel.” J. J. frowned the way she
always did when she thought of Lucy. How she missed her. Even though she was still
around, it wasn’t the same.
“Is that right?” Archer asked.
“Yes, it is.”
“Bet if the walls could talk, they could tell some stories.”
“I bet they could.” Hell, J. J. could tell them herself. She’d lived them.
Archer slowly closed the distance between them. J. J.’s breath caught in her throat.
Slowly, he inched forward, gently pushing her until her back was against the hotel
room door. He rested his palms on the door behind her, closing her in. He lowered his
head and kissed her, his lips firm against hers. As they touched hers, the fire that had
been kindling all night long ignited into a slow burn. His lips moved slowly. She
tasted the lingering whiskey, leaving her dizzy and intoxicated.
“I have a story for you,” Archer said.
“Oh yeah?” J. J.’s voice was ragged.
“I’m not really Rhett Butler.”
“I know.”
“My name is Archer. I want to see you tomorrow night. Will you come to my
concert?”
“Yes.”
With one last, slow kiss, he raised his head. His brown eyes were dark, smoky, and
heavy-lidded. His lips curved into a slight smile. “Nice,” he said.
J. J.’s brain was too scrambled to form words or even syllables.

“Tomorrow night?” he asked.
She nodded.
He ran a finger down her arm, and she shivered. He pulled his room key out of his
back pocket and reached to open the door. “I’m going to make you one very happy
woman.”
***
Archer sat in the backstage area of the concert hall as heavy drums and the scream
of electric guitar filtered in from the main stage. The opening band was a good local
band. Epiphany always tried to get local talent to play for them. It attracted more of
the locals, and Archer enjoyed meeting new talent. Their hunger and bright eyes made
him feel less jaded and more like the artist he was when he first started out. He fed off
their energy and enthusiasm. Maybe someday he’d go ahead with his dream of
opening his own record label.
Someone knocked on the door, “Mr. Grayson, the band is finishing up. You’re up
as soon as we change out the stage.”
“Thank you.” Archer nodded to his bassist. “Here we go.” He grabbed a cigarette
and walked to the door leading outside. Every singer had their preshow routine. Some
did shots, some smoked a joint, some had sex, and others did a line or two of coke.
Archer smoked a cigarette, stared up into the night, and enjoyed a few moments of
peace before the show’s craziness started. An hour and a half of all-out rock ’n’ roll.
He’d be sore afterward, his muscles pushed to the breaking point. Sweat would
drench him, and the ring of applause would carry on in his mind until he drifted to
sleep, when he finally fell asleep. The adrenaline would pump through his veins for
hours after the show. He’d be lucky if he drifted off around dawn. He blew out a last
puff from the cigarette. He’d be even luckier if he were in bed with J. J. at dawn.
***
J. J. rifled through the clothes in her closet. What did one wear to a rock concert?
She had no idea. She hadn’t been to a concert since the twenties, she thought as she
pushed the white fringed flapper dress aside.
Those had been the days. The decadence, the parties, the complete lack of
inhibition. She met Archer the second time then, at a party in a speakeasy in the
Quarter. He had lit her long, filtered cigarette. With one look, they were both lost. She
had fallen into his arms that night and hadn’t left until he died in hers.
She shook her head. No use in dredging up old memories.
She smelled the clove smoke before she heard her friend Alcide’s presence.
“We’re really doing this, then?” he asked.
She turned to him. He was reclining against her dresser, cigarette resting loosely in
one hand.
“You look like a gangster,” she said, noting his attire. “You been watching those
old mob movies again?” She eyed the flapper dress. Maybe she would wear that one.
They could go out in the Quarter like a famous gangster and his moll.
A feathered headband fell from the closet shelf.
“Is that your vote too, Luce?” J. J. asked.
“It’s a bad idea to wear that dress,” Alcide said.
A white fur stole drifted down to the closet floor, and J. J’s mind was made up. She
would dress up as a 20s flapper. She wondered if she still had that old cigarette
holder.
Bad idea be damned. Sometimes you had to live a little. She grinned a little at that
old cliché. She hadn’t technically lived in over 200 years.

Alcide let out one of his long suffering sighs. “I’m not even going to say I told you
so this time.”
“Come on, Alcide, let’s go show these youngsters how it’s done.”
***
“Wow, you two look awesome,” Zoey said, eyeing their costumes.
The dress’ once pristine white sheath had now yellowed. In a store, the dress
would cost a pretty penny and had cost one back then too. Crystal beads gleamed and
sparkled in the light. The headband adorned her head, and J. J. wore bright red
lipstick.
“Shall we go?” Alcide tipped his hat. He offered his arm to both women, and they
walked through the lobby, catching more than one bystander’s attention.
***
The car slid to a stop in front of The Civic Theatre. Alcide left his seat to open the
door for J. J. and Zoey. As he assisted them out of the car, J. J. heard the whispers of
people wondering who they were. Wondering if they were celebrities.
She walked through the crowd with her head held high, just as she had in the 20s.
She wondered what might have changed since she was here the last time. Other than
Archer not being with her.
Her smile faltered for a moment, and she wondered if Alcide was right. Was
wearing this outfit and coming back to this theater a mistake?
Of course it was.
She looked over at him, and he raised a dark eyebrow at her, his “I-told-you-so”
look. He might not have verbalized it, but after all their time together, he knew how to
get his message across.
“Look at all this.” Zoey gestured at the Halloween decorations. Skeletons adorned
in black and orange Carnival beads and top hats grinned down at them. The party
never stopped here, not even when you were dead.
Alcide presented their tickets and led the way through the crowd that had already
formed. His size and the sense of menace that emanated from him was a good crowd
deterrent. People tended to give him a wide berth, and J. J. and Zoey followed him
through the crowd toward their reserved balcony.
The lobby was classic and elegant. A crystal chandelier hung from high ceilings
and white on white wallpaper with a floral motif adorned the walls. J. J. noted the
exits. An exit plan was always the first priority no matter where she was.
It was much like it had been the last time she was here.
J. J. took her seat next to Alcide, and Zoey sat on his other side. A band was
already playing. The loud and abrasive music was a little much for her taste, but their
enthusiasm was entertaining. She wondered if Archer performed with that much
passion.
Of course he did. He had always lived life in general with passion.
She looked down at the crowd that surrounded the stage, wanting to get her mind
off Archer. Mostly young people, but then, everyone was young to her. She could
smell the excitement and alcohol in their blood, and her fangs pounded again. Maybe
she would feed tonight.
Of course, J. J. could ask Alcide to sit with Zoey while she powdered her nose and
grabbed a quick snack in the alley.
“Thank you! Thank you very much!” the lead singer was saying. “Let’s hear it for
Epiphany!”
The crowd went wild. Fists pumped in the air. The stage went black.

Stagehands made quick work of the musical equipment on the stage. One set of
drums disappeared and a larger set appeared. A black banner with the word
“Epiphany” in big, white letters dropped down behind the drum set. It was all quite
fascinating, really. So different now than it had been.
A man stepped out from behind the curtain with a microphone as the band
members took their places on the stage.
“Are you guys ready for Epiphany?” he yelled.
The crowd went wild.
“I can’t hear you!” he said.
The crowd went even wilder.
“Ladies and gentlemen, Infinity Productions is pleased to bring you Epiphany!”
The theater darkened, and the music began. The drums, the guitar, and the bass
were so loud J. J. could feel it in her gut. It was quite primitive. J. J. understood the
allure.
Where was Archer?
The spotlight shot on, and he stood in the middle of the stage. His mic in hand, he
belted out the lyrics to a song the crowd knew, singing it along with him. He really
had an incredible singing voice, deep and throaty. Strong. That was new.
His lyrics spoke of love and loss. Of overcoming difficulties. Anthems for the
broken. Old soul songs. And his soul was old.
He scanned the crowd, the balcony first. His lips curved in a sensual smile when he
saw her there. A little shiver shot through her. What would one bad decision hurt?
She would have her way with him. Erase his memory and let him leave when his stay
was over.
The band performed for an hour. Song after song, she watched, riveted, as Archer
sang. It was the last song that enticed J. J. out of her seat. She gripped the balcony
railing as Archer’s deep, husky voice sang their song.
***
Archer’s eyes met hers, and his reaction was as visceral as hers was. He felt as if
he’d been kicked in the gut. Years of performing saved him from an embarrassing
fumble as habit kept his fingers strumming and the lyrics coming out. Even if he did
sound breathless, most would blame it on the long, grueling performance. Fear kept
him from looking up again at J. J. What was wrong with him?
His heart pounded as he sang the last few haunting notes of the song. He threw his
guitar pick into the audience and took a final bow with the band.
He ended all his performances with the same routine as he started them, and soon
he was walking through the back door, ready to feel the cool air of the October night
and for the quiet to settle his thoughts and his nerves.
He leaned against the brick wall and closed his eyes, willing himself to breathe.
“Hello, Archer.”
Archer’s eyes popped open, and she was in front of him, looking just like his
vision.
“J. J.”
“I can’t help myself,” she said. “I’m so sorry.”
For what, was on the tip of his tongue, but his tongue was otherwise occupied as
she shoved him against the wall with unreal force.
She was the aggressor. Her hands were cold against his overheated skin. The shock
aroused him further. He slid his hands up her slim hips and wrapped them around her
waist, holding her in place. This time, she wasn’t going anywhere.

She caught his bottom lip between her teeth, and the blood completely rushed from
his head to other regions of his body. He slipped his hands from her waist, up her
back to cradle her neck and to encourage her to go deeper, to devour him.
The door to the outside opened. “Mr. Grayson? Oh, oh, I’m so sorry.”
“What?” he asked, more sharply than he intended. Frustration ran heavy through
his body.
“They’re ready for you in the VIP section.”
“Damnit! This isn’t over.” He looked at J. J., beautiful in the moonlight. Her lips
were smudged and shiny, the red almost like blood. Her hair was in disarray and her
clothes slightly disheveled. He wanted her to look like that again. Soon.
She nodded. “Tell your man you will be there. You will meet me in my room at the
hotel an hour before sunrise.”
Archer caressed her cheek. “I’ll be there.”
She turned and all but disappeared into the alley.
He followed his manager into the building.
“Archer, it was a good crowd tonight,” his manager was saying, but Archer was
only half-listening, his mind still on the alley and what was to come.
When they stopped unexpectedly in the hall, Archer looked at the man curiously.
“Dude,” his manager said, “you probably should…”
He made a swiping motion with his hand to his mouth. “Did she bite your lip or
something? She’s taking this Halloween vibe too far.”
Archer ran the back of his hand across his throbbing mouth. Sure enough, red
stained his hand when he pulled it back.
He was suddenly dizzy. This had happened before.
J. J. in that dress. The blood red lips. Fangs.
He touched his neck, feeling the pain again.
Fangs?
“Archer, man? You okay?” His manager reached for his arm.
Archer took a deep breath and shook his head. “Yeah, I think so.”
“All right, then, let’s go meet the crowd.”
“Lead the way, my friend.”
***
J. J. took a moment in the dark alley to compose herself. She could not go back to
Alcide and Zoey in her state. She licked her lips. She still tasted Archer’s blood. It
tasted smoky and dark, like chocolate and whiskey, as always. Intoxicating.
J.J. stood on the balcony of her quarters. The antique clock chimed. Archer should
be knocking anytime. She could already see the slight turning of the night sky to day
as she closed the French doors and activated the shutters that would keep out the sun’s
dangerous light.
Her heart beat in anticipation as she looked at the door again. Would he still come?
A cool breeze wafted through the room, and J. J. looked over to the bed. Lucy
materialized, perching on the blue bedspread.
“He’s going to come, you know.”
“I know.”
“It’s going to be different this time.”
“I hope so, Lucy, I hope so. He doesn’t even remember his former lives with me.”
“That’s good. A fresh start.” Lucy frowned. “We don’t always get those.”
“I know.”
A heavy knock sounded at the door.

J. J. glanced at Lucy, who winked before she disappeared. J. J. inhaled deeply,
already smelling Archer’s scent and sensing the need that pounded through his veins.
She ran her lips across the tops of her fangs and smiled.
She padded silently across the hardwood floor, then opened the door.
Archer was there, his brown eyes dark with desire. He walked through the
threshold. He circled her waist with his hands, and J. J. allowed him to back her up
against the wall.
He gently pressed her head back. One finger rose to her lips, lips that covered her
pounding fangs. She would never get through the night without feeding on him.
“J. J.” His voice was ragged.
“Yes?”
He tilted his head, exposing thick neck muscles. J. J. fought for control.
“I know what you are. I remember.” His vein was throbbing. J. J. licked her lips in
anticipation.
“This time,” she said, “you’re mine forever.” She sank her fangs deep into his
vein.

Want to read more of J.J. and Archer’s story? Read the novella on Wattpad.
https://www.wattpad.com/myworks/68728216-that-voodoo-that-you-do
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The Seashell and The Stone
By Debbie De Louise
It was Ginny Dixon’s wedding day. She was taking her vows at the Seashell Inn,
her family-owned bed and breakfast in Cape May, New Jersey. Her mother was
helping her brush out her long, honey blonde hair and sweep it up into a bun. She sat
in front of the pedestal vanity that once belonged to her great-great-grandmother,
Virginia Vance Granger, who’d lived at the inn when it first opened in 1888.
“You are such a lovely bride, Ginny,” her mother said as she added the pearl
encrusted comb to Ginny’s hairdo. The comb was the traditional “something old.” It
was found in a trunk in the inn’s attic along with Virginia Vance’s diary. Her mother
thought it appropriate for Ginny to wear it as she walked down the aisle.
“Thank you, Mother,” Ginny said gazing into the oval mirror, her cheeks flushed
pink and her greenish blue eyes alight with excitement. “I can hardly believe I’m
getting married today. I love Charles so much, and since we met at the inn, it’s the
perfect spot to exchange our vows.”
Charles Balfour had checked in as a guest at the inn a year ago and had met Ginny
over breakfast. He was a single businessman traveling to a conference in Atlantic City
who decided to treat himself to a short vacation on the New Jersey shore afterwards.
That decision was fortuitous when Ginny agreed to show him the Victorian style town
and beach area. Like a storybook romance, it was love at first sight for both of them.
“Let me help you into your gown, honey. The wedding guests and your groom
will be here shortly,” Mrs. Dixon offered.
Ginny checked the grandfather clock next to her canopy bed. Its pendulum hands
indicated it was 12:30, just a half hour to the ceremony.
Growing up in what was known as a Victorian gingerbread house or a “Painted
Lady,” Ginny had a special appreciation for the past. She’d begged her mother to let
her read her great-great grandmother’s diary, but her mother had kept the book from
her until now promising Ginny she could read it on her wedding day.
She stood up as her mother helped her slip the antique silk and lace wedding gown
over her head. The neckline and sleeves were beaded with pearls, and the veil flowed
a few feet behind her. This beautiful garment had been lovingly preserved and passed
down through generations of her maternal family to her, the only Dixon daughter.
Ginny surveyed herself in the full-length mirror propped outside her closet. She
smiled at her reflection, for an instant envisioning her great-great grandmother whose
portrait stood on her wall. The resemblance between the two women, almost 130
years apart, was striking.
Her mother smiled. “If Virginia Granger could see you now, she’d be happy that
you were wearing her gown.”
“I’m sure grandma is, too,” Ginny said. “I’m surprised she’s not up here with you
helping me prepare.”
“You know your grandmother. She’s more excited than me and happy to greet the
guests while we have our mother/daughter time together.”
Ginny felt this was the right moment to ask. “Speaking of our time together,
Mother, you said that I could read the diary on my wedding day. Can I see it now?”
Mrs. Dixon’s expression changed. Her wide smile thinned, and her light gray eyes
darkened. “I’ll be sure to give it to you later, Ginny, but people may already be
arriving. There isn’t much time for you to read it.”

Ginny recognized her mother’s attempt at delay. “I just want to skim it. Please,
mother. It will mean a lot to me. Since I was a little girl when you found Virginia’s
trunk with her hair comb, diary, and other belongings, I’ve wanted to know what the
diary said. I can’t understand why you’ve kept it from me all these years.”
“Sorry, dear. I didn’t mean to make a mystery out of it. If you insist, I’ll go get it
right now. You keep prettying yourself up.”
Ginny’s mother returned a few minutes later holding the yellowed journal filled
with Ginny’s ancestor’s words.
“I’ll leave you alone while you read it, but don’t take too long. You don’t want to
keep Charles waiting.” She winked and closed the door behind her.
Opening the delicate book, Ginny handled the pages carefully afraid they might
tear as she turned them. She was awed by how neat Virginia’s script was. She
imagined her as a young woman on that very bed or at the roll top desk using a quill
pen dipped in ink to record her daily experiences.
Ginny lay back on her bed, taking care not to wrinkle her gown, and immersed
herself in the world of nineteenth-century Cape May.
Virginia loved the smell of saltwater in the air as it drifted over the beach. She
loved watching the beautiful ladies accompanied by finely dressed gentlemen from
Philadelphia or New York arrive in horse-drawn wagons from the Western Railroad
Depot. This was summertime on Cape May Island, Eighteen hundred and eightyeight, ten years past the great fire that had consumed over three-hundred sixty-five
acres of the seaside resort that rivaled Newport and Atlantic City. A more intimate,
less showy Cape May had emerged from the ashes. Virginia, nineteen-years old then,
was proud to be a part of this Cape May. Although her family originally came from
Philadelphia, they had moved to the Cape when she was seventeen. Her father had
purchased a parcel of beach land and had commissioned Architect Button to build
what was now the Seashell Inn.
As every venture in Archibald Vance’s life, whether by his own initiative or
someone else’s, whether by design or accident, the Seashell Inn prospered and
became the place to stay on Cape May Island. From its aqua and coral guest rooms,
each with its own private veranda view of Sunset Beach to its magnificent Grand
Lobby with its famous seascapes and gilded furniture, the Seashell Inn attracted
guests from all over the Eastern seaboard. If her father regretted anything, it was that
he could not share this special place with his wife. Clara Vance had died giving birth
to Virginia. As much as the loss of his wife had been painful, Archibald had bestowed
all of his affections on his daughter, giving her everything she asked for, answering
any and all of her slightest whims. Nothing was too good for his Virginia. As a child,
this caused irritation among other children in the neighborhood, as well as the family
servants, whom Virginia considered jealous and inferior to herself--a notion
supported by her father through his deeds. As Virginia became an adult, this
manifested itself in unkind and often unethical treatment of others.
When she was sixteen, for instance, Virginia had attended a ball in Philadelphia
where she had noticed another girl wearing a dress very similar to her own. Although
her clothes were handmade of the finest silks and brocades, she could not tolerate
anyone upstaging her. To add insult to injury, the other girl had a two-inch thinner
waist. Virginia had bumped “accidentally” into the girl feigning an unstable shoe
heel. The fact that she was carrying a glass of cherry punch, which left a dark stain
on the girl’s pale ivory chiffon, was also coincidental, according to Virginia. Her
father knew better. Moreover, although he realized he was to blame for his daughter’s

spoiled behavior, he knew it was too late for discipline. Instead, he decided to start
anew and take Virginia away from Pennsylvania where she had no friends or suitors
because of her reputation.
The opportunity that presented itself in Cape May was ideal. It killed two birds
with one stone, so to say. Archibald had loved the sea since his brief sojourn in the
marines before settling down to city life with Clara Buchanan, the daughter of the
heir to the Buchanan’s steel fortune. Since Clara had also been an only child, the
money her father had left her upon his death had passed to Archibald and Virginia
when Clara died. Yet money had never played a significant part in Archibald’s reason
for marrying Virginia’s mother. No matter what others thought, Archibald knew that
if Clara had not come from money, he would still have been able to make himself and
his family a decent living. He was proving that with the Seashell Inn. It was his own
venture, paid for with money wisely invested from the Buchanan Estate. On Cape May
Island, he and Virginia could start a new life away from the competitiveness of the
city.
The Vance’s had moved to Cape May with two of the servants they had retained
from their Philadelphia home: their cook and housekeeper, Mrs. Louise Bender, and
her daughter, Jane, who was Virginia’s private maid. Besides Virginia, her father,
and the servants, there was one more member of the Cape May household that
summer of 1888. This member had joined the family upon their arrival in New Jersey
when Virginia had found a small orange kitten on the beach behind the inn. She had
named the kitten “Seashell” and convinced her father to let it live with them. Seashell,
the inn and the cat, were two years old the day Stephen Granger came to town.
Virginia was brushing her long golden hair in front of her vanity when Seashell
jumped onto her bedroom window seat alerting Virginia to the new arrivals checking
into the Inn for the opening of the summer season. Putting down her brush, Virginia
joined Seashell at the window. Making his way to the Inn with an entourage of
footmen was the handsomest man she had ever seen. Taller than her father who was
six feet tall in his stockinged feet, the stranger had dark curly hair, broad shoulders,
and wore a fine traveling suit. Virginia had been attracted to men back in
Philadelphia, but most of them had not returned the feeling once they had gotten to
know her. Her father promised her it would be different once she found the right man
– that the others were not good enough for his baby, anyway. Watching the traveler
make his way toward the Inn, Virginia decided to play hostess and greet the new
visitor.
Holding her long skirt and petticoats up as she raced down the stairs, Virginia
opened the door and greeted the new guest with her prettiest smile. With a curtsy, she
extended her hand. “Good day, sir. I am Virginia Vance. Welcome to the Seashell
Inn.”
The man returned her smile and placed a light kiss on her hand. His blue eyes
twinkled as he said, “Honored to make your acquaintance, ma’am. I am Stephen
Granger. I need a place to spend a fortnight while I transact some business, and I
came upon your lovely inn which I daresay holds no candle to your beauty.”
Virginia was used to the false flattery her father warned her men would entertain
her with hoping to win claim of her substantial dowry. Although this Mr. Granger
seemed financially secure, it was better to be safe than sorry.
“I am afraid the inn is not mine, Mr. Granger. It is my father’s. However, I am
sure he would allow you to stay here especially since you have traveled so far with
your entourage.” She glanced behind him at the men lowering suitcases from the
carriage in which he had arrived.

Mr. Granger’s cheeks bloomed a shade of pink as he replied, “That is very kind of
you, Miss Vance.”
“You may have your men bring your bags inside, and I will summon father to
check you in. Before I do, though, I need to know what matter of business you are
attending to on Cape May Island for the fortnight?”
The man hesitated, and she caught the shadow that crossed his face. Being adept
at deception herself, she recognized when someone was preparing to tell a lie.
Nevertheless, she nodded when he lowered his voice and said, “Trade. My business is
trade. I have some dealings with the railroad.”
“I see. Then come in and meet my father.” She opened the door to admit him and
the servants who carried his bags.
“You are in luck as the summer season has just come upon us, and there are still
some unoccupied rooms.”
Virginia’s father appeared then, and she made the introductions. Archibald looked
the newcomer up and down before shaking his hand. Unlike his daughter, he seemed
to have no trouble believing their new guest was a trader.
After her father summoned Mrs. Bender to escort Mr. Granger and his men to their
rooms, he said to Virginia, “I’m asking you to personally see that our new guest
enjoys his stay with us. I think the two of you will enjoy one another’s company.”
There was a twinkle in his eye, and Virginia knew he was considering that Stephen
Granger would make her a suitable husband. She found him attractive enough, but
she sensed he was hiding something. She hoped she would uncover it when they
toured Cape May Island together. She looked forward to the challenge.
At breakfast the next morning, Granger joined them at the family table while his
men sat at the table reserved for the servants. He was dressed in a fine blue shirt that
matched his eyes. His jaw and cheeks were neatly trimmed of the stubble Virginia had
noticed when he had arrived, and he looked quite dapper in tweed pants supported by
suspenders. Her father seemed impressed with his clothing as well because he asked
him for a referral to his tailor.
“Thank you for your interest, Mr. Vance, but my tailor is quite some distance from
here. I live on Manhattan Island.”
Mrs. Bender arrived at their table with a basket of freshly baked rolls and a platter
of bacon and eggs. Seashell sniffed the food from under the table and rubbed Mr.
Granger’s pant leg.
“Is this your inn cat?” he asked petting the ginger feline’s head.
“Yes. We found him when we moved here,” Virginia replied. “I apologize for his
behavior.”
“No worries. I am quite fond of felines. Since I travel so often, I have not had the
pleasure of owning one myself.”
“Tell me more about your travels,” Virginia’s father asked as he bit into a roll and
wiped his mouth with the cloth napkin.
“As I explained last evening, I’m a trader.”
“What do you trade?”
Mr. Granger paused. “A variety of wares,” he answered noncommittedly.
“I see. I assume you carry them in your carriage.”
“Indeed.”
“You might wish to sell your goods at the circus that just arrived in town,” Mrs.
Bender suggested. She always kept up with what was going on in the community and
was Mr. Vance’s best source of news and gossip.

Mr. Granger nearly choked on the piece of roll he had bitten.
“Are you alright, sir?” Virginia asked.
He cleared his throat and took a sip of juice from the glass next to his plate. “Yes.
Sorry. I swallowed too fast.” He glanced at Mrs. Bender who still looked alarmed
from watching him choke on her bread. “I have heard of the circus and may go there
one day during my visit. Thank you for reminding me.”
“Why don’t you go with Virginia today?” Mr. Vance was petting Seashell now
who, having received no scraps from the visitor, had moved on to the inn’s owner.
Before Mr. Granger could reply, Virginia said, “I would be delighted to go with
you. I always have fun at the circus. They usually set it up at the far end of the
boardwalk.”
By the look on his face, she was afraid Mr. Granger would decline, but he turned
to her with a smile. “Wonderful. That will give me an opportunity to inquire about
selling my goods and a chance for us to enjoy this fine day.”
Virginia was not the shy, wallflower type, but she felt her cheeks warm at his
words. She feigned an interest in Seashell who had made his way over to her in a last
attempt at food. He knew he would have no luck at the servant’s tables or with Mrs.
Bender who was not particularly fond of him with his habit of jumping up on her
clean counters and knocking things off.
Virginia cut a piece of roll with her butter knife and placed it on the floor next to
the cat. “There you go, Seashell. Now leave us alone and go eat your own food.” Mrs.
Bender usually fed the cat leftover chicken or fish that she kept out in the icehouse.
“I’m afraid I haven’t had a chance to serve Sir Kitty his breakfast,” Mrs. Bender
admitted.
“He needs to catch himself some mice,” Mr. Granger said. “Feeding him table
scraps will only make him fat and lazy and keep him coming back for more.”
“I am aware of that,” said Virginia. “I only do it when he continues to beg.” The
truth was that, although Virginia was not easy to charm, Seashell had purred his way
into her heart. As a motherless only child with few friends, the cat was her main
source of affection. Even though Mr. Granger identified himself as one fond of felines,
his words about their treatment had not endeared her to him. For a moment, she
wondered if her eagerness to attend the circus with him was wise. On the other hand,
she enjoyed a challenge and discovering what lay behind Stephen Granger’s
handsome façade was a mystery she intended to solve.
After breakfast, Virginia changed into a sundress, donned her wide-brimmed straw
hat, and chose one of her prettiest parasols for the stroll on the Boardwalk with Mr.
Granger. When he met her downstairs, he still wore the same clothes but had added a
beige cap that Virginia found quite stylish.
“Miss Vance, that outfit certainly becomes you. I hope you do not mind that I tend
to some business matters during our visit to the beach.”
Virginia decided to play the role of a coy young woman as she batted her
eyelashes and replied, “Not at all, Mr. Granger, as long as you spend a little time
with me.”
He smiled, obviously happy with her comment. “Shall we, then?” He stopped as he
reached the inn’s doors. “Does your father allow you to walk down to the beach
alone with gentlemen?”
Virginia’s laugh was not part of her act. She genuinely thought the statement
funny. “Of course, Mr. Granger. I’m nineteen, an old maid by some standards.”

“If you’re an old maid, I must be an ancient relic at twenty-three.” He held the
door open for her to pass.
As they headed toward Sunset Beach, Virginia formulated a plan. After Mr.
Granger spoke to the circus people about selling his wares, she would swoon under
the hot sun and ask if he could carry her home. Besides gaining his full attention, her
act might even engender his confiding in her about the true reason for his visit to
Cape May Island.
The Boardwalk was full of people enjoying the sunny June day. Couples in summer
attire strolled arm in arm while children ran up and down the wooden planks
carrying ice cream cones or cotton candy. Older ladies held their noses and parasols
high as they shared the town news or remarked about the above-knee swim dresses of
some of the younger beachgoers.
As Virginia and Stephen made their way toward the end of the boardwalk, the
merry-go-round music that drifted along their path changed to a loud cacophony of
whistles and horn blasts announcing “the greatest show on earth.” A man on stilts
came hobbling toward them, his wide yellow polka-dotted pants flapping in the breeze
off the ocean. “Good day, Ma’am. Good day, Sir,” he greeted them. “Right this way
to the midway.” He chuckled at his use of words.
Up ahead, Virginia spotted the circus tents lined on the beach and the acrobatic
high wire strung high across two tall poles.
“I guess you need to find the person in charge to ask about selling here.”
Mr. Granger was scanning the crowd watching a magician perform some tricks.
“Let’s look around first. Would you like to sit and watch the show?”
Virginia was pleased that he seemed more interested in her company than the
business that brought him there. “No, but I would enjoy going there.” She pointed
toward a tent that displayed the sign, “Madame Marie, Fortune Teller.”
“Are you serious? You know these carnival mystics are not worth the money.”
Virginia felt her anger flare again as it had when he had criticized her for feeding
Seashell table scraps. “It’s my money to spend and that’s how I wish to spend it.”
Her father had given her a one dollar note as well as a few silver coins for carnival
expenses.
“Very well.” Mr. Granger followed her reluctantly toward Madame Marie’s tent.
The psychic sat behind a round table covered in red velvet. She wore a matching red
kerchief in her long dark curly hair. Several rings graced her hands as she sat turning
over tarot cards and gazing into a crystal ball. At their approach, she lay down the
cards and beckoned them with a toothless smile. Virginia could smell the lady’s foul
breath, a mix of onions and garlic. She lay down one of her coins, but the woman
pushed it away. “For you, I will tell a fortune for free. Please have a seat.”
Mr. Granger stood waiting by the side of the tent as Virginia took the chair
opposite Marie. “Why are you not charging me?”
Marie shuffled the cards and placed them face down in a pile. “Direct your energy
on the cards and then choose one,” the woman instructed ignoring Virginia’s
question.
Virginia followed her directions while Mr. Granger stood with a bored look on his
face shuffling from foot to foot.
“Ah,” Marie said as she turned over the card Virginia picked revealing a man and
woman with an angel above them. “The Lovers. How appropriate.”
“Does it mean I’ll be wed soon?” Virginia asked.

“Yes, my dear. There is a special gentleman in your life or will be soon.” She
placed the card at the bottom of the deck and tapped the glass ball in front of her. “If
you’d like to know more or ask a question, it will be one greenback, please.”
“Wait one moment,” Mr. Granger interrupted. “You told the lady your predictions
were free.”
The psychic smiled showing her missing teeth again. “The tarot reading is free.
There is a charge for the crystal ball.”
“I guess you have to make money somehow. Come on, Miss Vance, let us move
on.”
“Wait.” Virginia did not like being ordered around, and she was curious as to
what Madame Marie would see in her crystal ball. She had her fortune told at the
circus last year but by a gypsy man. Marie seemed to be new to the troop. “I told you
I’ll spend my money the way I wish.”
A fire flared in Mr. Granger’s blue eyes. “You mean your father’s money, but, go
ahead. She will only tell you what you wish to hear and what she observes from your
reactions. I am sure the Tarot card was planted too. Most young women are looking
for love. You don’t have to be a psychic to know that.”
Virginia stood up. As much as she disliked his words, she knew he had a point.
None of the predictions made for her last year proved to come true. “Thank you,
Madame Marie, but I may return after seeing more of the circus.”
“As you wish.” Marie glared after Stephen as he walked away with Virginia.
“If you really want to know your future,” he said as they passed several more
tents, “I have something that can help.”
“Whatever do you mean?”
“I was not exactly honest with you about my occupation.” Virginia felt excitement
flood through her at the thought that Mr. Granger was about to share the information
she sought.
“Let’s sit on a bench for a moment,” he suggested guiding her away from the
crowd.
He seemed to hesitate briefly as if he regretted his haste in revealing what he was
about to say. Then he reached into his trouser pocket and retrieved a translucent
stone. For a second she thought it was a Cape May diamond, the crystals that
resembled the real jewels that Cape May residents and visitors searched for along the
beach. However, they had not spent any time on the sand, and he had just arrived in
town.
“You may have wondered why I did not bring along my merchandise to show the
circus leader.”
Her eyes were focused on the glittery stone. “I thought they were too heavy to
carry on our walk.”
“I would’ve at least brought a sample.”
“But what is that you have in your hand?”
“This is the reason I’m here. I’ve been following carnivals and circuses along the
East Coast to offer my services, and this stone is one of my tools.”
“Your services?” This was more intriguing than she expected. “What exactly are
your services?”
He smiled and, unlike Madame Marie, exhibited perfect white teeth. “I’m a
psychic. A genuine one, but I need the stone to aid me. It was passed down to me from
my father who received it from his own father. I believe it was originally found by my
great grandfather.”

Virginia was not convinced. “Are you saying that rock guides you in telling the
future?”
His smile deepened, and she saw a dimple appear in his cheek. “I guess that’s a
way of putting it. If I rub the rock and ask a question, the answer appears in my
mind.”
She was still doubtful he was being honest. “If that’s the case, why are you
hanging around circuses and carnivals looking for work? You should be rich playing
horses in Saratoga.” Her father was a big racing fan and often asked her to pick the
winners. She had some beginner’s luck, but nothing that amounted to much.
“I wish that were true, but that’s not how it happens. The stone does not seem to
answer questions that would benefit me. I have to ask about others.”
Now she had him. “Then ask the stone which horse will win at the next big race,
and I will have my father bet on it.”
“That won’t work either.”
“What if I ask?”
“It only works for me.”
“What about your father?”
“Once he gave it to me, it no longer worked for him. He considered it a curse.
Some people don’t like knowing their future.”
Even though she was not sold on his story, she asked, “Do you know what your
future has in store?”
A pink color suffused his cheeks again. “That’s part of the reason I’m here. You
see, Miss Vance, the stone said I’d meet a girl named Virginia in Cape May Island
and fall madly in love with her.”
This was something she enjoyed hearing. “What of this Virginia, does she return
your affection?”
“The rock won’t tell me. I guess I have to find out for myself.”
Virginia batted her eyelashes at him. “You’re quite a storyteller, Mr. Granger.
May I touch the magic rock?”
“Yes, but remember it won’t work for you.”
“Can I at least try it?”
“If you wish.” He passed her the stone. It was smooth against her tender skin. The
colors seemed to change as she gazed at it, from green to blue to pink. It was an
unusual rock indeed.
Delicately tracing her fingertips over the button-sized surface, she felt an
unexpected warmth exude from the stone. Placing it in her right palm and closing it
into her fist, she felt an energy flow from it into her hand.
“Can you ask it a question for me?” she asked handing it back to him.
“I don’t like to test it, but I can ask one if you want.”
“It’s not a test. I just want to know what is going to happen when I return to the
inn today.”
“That’s not much of a question.”
“Would you rather ask if I’m going to be kissed by you?”
The pink on his cheeks deepened. “I’ll ask about what will happen to you in the
next hour. How is that?”
“Perfect.” She batted her eyes again and watched as he closed his and rolled the
stone between his palms.
She was aware of the tangy salt air mingling with the smell of circus food –
sausage and peppers; popcorn; hot dogs. She also sensed a warmth apart from the
sun. It had started with the stone, but it grew and branched out through her body as

she sat close to Mr. Granger observing his trancelike state, his strong hands holding
the delicate stone. Suddenly, her feelings of tenderness were replaced with alarm as
Mr. Granger jumped up, his eyes wide, the rock nearly falling to the ground before he
caught it and put it back in his pocket.
“What’s wrong?”
“We must go. Now.” He urged her.
“I thought you wanted to speak to the circus leader about telling fortunes.”
“That can wait. There is danger. We have to return to the inn immediately.”
Victoria had trouble keeping up with Stephen’s long strides as he rushed past the
tents and back toward the inn. Several times, she nearly tripped on her long dress,
and once she nearly dropped her parasol.
“Please tell me what the rock showed you, Mr. Granger,” she implored, catching
up to him.
He stopped suddenly and turned to her, an urgent expression on his handsome
face. “I saw a terrible heat and flames engulfing the Seashell Inn. I just hope it is not
too late. We must hurry.”
Victoria hastened her pace imagining the inn on fire, her father, the servants, and
her cat trapped inside the burning structure.
Catching her breath as they finally approached the inn, she was relieved to see it
still standing. Neither did she smell any smoke or see any signs of fire. For a moment,
her fear turned to anger that Mr. Granger had misled her with his fantastical story.
“Thank God,” Stephen whispered from beside her. “There’s still time to stop it.”
When Virginia’s father answered Stephen’s urgent rapping, Stephen raced inside
before the man could ask why he was rushing.
“Is something the matter?” Mr. Vance asked his daughter instead.
She shook her head. “I’m not sure, father. Mr. Granger told me quite an unusual
tale. He seems to believe the inn is in danger of fire.”
“Fire?” Her father became dismayed. “We must get everyone of out of the inn.
Help me get some buckets of water, Virginia.”
“No, father. Wait. I don’t believe the fire has started yet.” Virginia was sorry she
had said a word about Mr. Granger’s prediction. Stephen had headed down the hall
toward the servant’s kitchen, and she beckoned her father to follow her there.
As they came upon the room, they heard Mrs. Bender speaking in a high voice.
“My goodness, we are so lucky you arrived when you did, sir. That flame most
certainly would have spread.”
“I am just glad I got here in time, ma’am.”
“What’s going on here?” Mr. Vance asked as he and Virginia entered the room.
Mrs. Bender wiped her brow with her sleeve. Virginia noticed some charred
cinders by the potbellied stove and the remains of what looked like a woven square of
cloth. “I’m afraid I must’ve left one of my potholders too close to the fire. It would
have ignited the whole place if Mr. Granger had not come in and alerted me. I doused
it with some water from the sink.”
Virginia’s father looked relieved. “I don’t know how to repay you, sir. However
did you know there was a fire brewing in the servant’s kitchen?”
“No need to offer me any reward, Mr. Vance. Your hospitality and the company of
your daughter is payment enough.” Stephen glanced at Virginia and then answered
her father’s question. He did not lie, but he stretched the truth a bit. “Regarding how
I knew about the fire, I have a sixth sense about things sometimes. I can’t explain it.”

“Lucky for us.” Mr. Vance patted him on the shoulder and then turned to Virginia.
“I think my daughter should spend the rest of your visit with you.”
Virginia recalled the other prophesy Mr. Granger’s rock had foretold and felt a
blush touch her cheeks. She saw the same pinkness mirrored in Stephen’s. “I think I
would enjoy that,” she said and meant it with her heart.
Ginny lay the diary down when a rapping sounded at her door. She found it
difficult to stop reading until her mother called out, “Open the door, Ginny. The
guests are all here and Charles is waiting, but I need to speak to you a minute before
you go down.”
Ginny let her mother in. She still felt like she was back in the 1880’s with her
great- great-grandmother and a man who could see the future. A thought occurred to
her as her mother entered the bedroom. “Virginia’s diary is fascinating. Have you
read it?”
Her mother smiled, and she could see the answer dancing in the twinkle of her
eyes. “I have, Ginny, and so has your grandma.” She reached into the pocket of her
shimmery gold cocktail dress and retrieved a small piece of jewelry. “Your
grandmother actually suggested that you didn’t read it until now, and I agreed with
her because sometimes it’s best to let fate works its own magic.”
“What’s in the box?” Ginny asked and then she realized she knew. “How did you
get Stephen Granger’s stone?”
Mrs. Dixon opened the box to reveal the shiny object lying atop a white velvet
lining. It was exactly how it had been described in the diary. The sunlight filtering in
through Ginny’s window brought out its greenish blue and pink tints. She opened her
hand, and her mother placed it on her palm. An electric shock seemed to go through
her.
“To answer your question, Ginny, there have only been females born to the
descendants of Stephen and Virginia Granger. Since Stephen had no son, he passed
the stone on to his wife, and she passed it on to her only daughter who passed it on to
your grandmother. As you know, my younger sister, your aunt Laura, never married,
so the stone was given to me on my wedding day. Now I’m passing it on to you.”
Ginny tried to comprehend everything she’d just been told. “All these years,
mother, you’ve been in possession of a fortune telling stone. No wonder you seemed
to know so much ahead of time.” Ginny recalled how her mother had warned her
away from so many men whom she considered not worthwhile for her daughter and
how they proved to be so before Ginny broke off with them. She also remembered
when she was ten how her mother rushed to the tree in the backyard where Ginny had
fallen and broken her leg before Ginny had even called out to her.
Mrs. Dixon’s smile widened. “Whatever you’re recalling, honey, was just mother’s
intuition. I never used the stone. I never had a desire to know my future. I had you and
your father and that’s all I needed.”
“Was it the same for grandma?”
“I suppose so, but I never asked her.” Mrs. Dixon checked the grandfather clock
against Ginny’s wall. “I’ll leave you with the stone now and wait out in the hall to
walk you down when you’re ready. Don’t take too long. Put it in a safe place, so you
can pass it on to one of your children someday. You can also finish the diary if you’d
like, but I think you know how it ends.”
When her mother was gone, Virginia sat with the stone in her hand. She had an
urge to test it to see if it really worked after all this time. She wanted to ask it if

Charles was truly her dream man. She told herself it would be silly to do this and that
she should let fate play out on its own as her mother had, but she couldn’t resist the
impulse to rub the stone and concentrate on the question uppermost in her mind.
At first, nothing happened. She was about to put the stone away in her nightstand
when she suddenly saw Charles’ face. It was a vision filled with love. His hands were
held out to her, and she had only to clasp them, to join her fingers in his. Music
floated up from downstairs as she placed the stone back in its velvet case. She turned
to the last page of the diary and read the final words her great-great-grandmother had
penned in the book one hundred twenty-eight years before:
And so we were wed in the parlor of the inn with father giving me away while Mrs.
Bender played the wedding march on our piano and Seashell batted at the lace of the
long train of my veil. I believed I was the happiest bride on Cape May Island as I
married Stephen to whom my father had offered a partnership in the inn. My fiancée
was happy to accept the offer and settle down with me. He later explained that he had
seen all of that in his stone the day his carriage had pulled up at the inn. I asked him
what else he saw for us, and he said that one day there would be a special greatgreat-granddaughter who would be named after me and who would inherit the stone
on the day she married in this very same house.
Ginny put away the diary and stone and opened the door to find her mother waiting
with an even larger smile on her face. Her father was there, too, prepared to walk her
to her groom. She was ready. It felt like she’d been ready for this day for over a
century.
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The Vacation I Never Wanted but Needed
By Alison Mello

Sitting in my lounge chair I pull my bottle of sunscreen from my bag. As I begin
rubbing it all over my body, I scan the crowd for my best friend, Cassandra. She’s the
reason I’m currently lying on the eleventh deck of this cruise ship waiting to set sail.
We’re heading off for four days at sea stopping once in the Bahamas. This is not my
ideal vacation, but it is a much needed one. I’m an OR nurse and we’ve been
shorthanded for months which means I’ve been working twelve to sixteen hour days.
The worst part about this vacation is the little bitch waited until last week to tell me
she booked us on a singles’ cruise. She’s a beautiful blonde with crystal blue eyes and
a gorgeous body, so a singles’ cruise is perfect for her. She’ll have guys drooling over
her the entire trip. I on the other hand, am much more voluptuous. I do have nice
green eyes, but I’m not anywhere near as confident as she is.
My honest hope is to find a nice quiet section of the boat to just relax and soak up
these rays, but I don’t think that’s going to happen either. It’s four o’clock and the
boat is about to set sail. There are people barely twenty-one already hammered
running around. I sigh as I sit back in my chair and close my eyes to once again try to
rest before I have to get ready for dinner.
I can feel myself starting to doze when I begin catching bits of conversation around
me. I try to ignore it but I have a feeling, based on the conversation, they’re talking
about me. I shoot up in my chair to find four guys snickering and placing bets on
who’s going to get to ride my waves. I’m furious and about to get up when a voice
from behind me says, “Ignore them, they’re wasted.”
I jump not realizing someone was behind me and when I turn, I find gorgeous blue
eyes staring at me. I’m mesmerized for a second before I respond. “It’s kind of hard
when they’re cracking jokes about me.”
“I know and I’m sorry they’re asses. I’m Damien by the way.” He puts his hand out
but I ignore it and lay back down.
“I’m not interested.”
“You do realize this is a singles’ cruise right? That means the people are on board to
meet people.”
“Yeah, thanks, I’m not stupid. I was, however, set up. This really isn’t my thing.” I
say with a bit of fury because this guy is annoying me now. He bursts into laughter
and that sets me off. “Why is this so funny to you? Why don’t you leave me alone?”
“It’s funny because I was set up too and because I think you’re cute as hell when
you’re pissed.” He gets up from his chair. “See you around.”
I roll my eyes and lay back down until I realize the boat has set sail and that means
it’s almost time for dinner. Collecting my sunscreen, towel, and pool cover-up, I place
them in my bag and make my way to my room. When I get there, I discover I have the
room to myself. I quickly jump in the shower to wash off the sweat from lying in the
sun and while I do I can’t help but think about the guy by the pool. He was extremely
cute and I acted like a total bitch. You would think he would be upset about being set
up.
I’m just about ready for dinner when I finally hear the door open and Cassandra
says, “See you soon, boys.” I don’t bother to look in her direction as I stand in front of
the full length mirror in our room. I’m wearing a floor length sundress that flows
nicely but also compliments my curves. My long brown hair is curled to perfection
and there’s a flower placed to the side holding a piece out of my face.

“Wow, you look gorgeous.” Cassandra says coming to a halt as she’s entering the
room.
I give her a shy smile, “Thanks, I’m trying to feel better about myself. It’s hard when
this boat is covered in skinny people.”
“Well I know one guy who has asked about you.”
“Who?” I look at her dumbfounded.
“Don’t look at me like that. It was the guy who tried to talk to you at the pool today.
He’s friends with Trevor.”
“Dare I ask who Trevor is?”
She shows her full blown smile and says, “He’s one of the single studs I’ve been
hanging with. Damien is his roommate and he has the hots for you.”
I roll my eyes not believing a word she has to say. “Whatever. You better get in the
shower or you’re going to be later to dinner.”
“Okay! See you down there! We’re at table twenty!” She shouts as she shuts the
bathroom door.
Checking my watch I see I have time to grab a glass of wine before dinner and that’s
just what I need to get me through dinner with people I don’t know. Taking one last
look in the mirror, I take my clutch from the table and stroll out towards the bar.
When I arrive I’m happy to see there’s barely anyone there, so I take one of the many
empty seats and order myself a glass of Pinot Grigio. There’s soft music playing as
people mingle around me taking pictures in front of the various backdrops the cruise
has set up. I chuckle as I watch some hammered men stumble trying to take a group
photo. Turning back to the bartender I order another glass of wine and as he delivers it
I feel like I’m being watched.
Turning in my seat, I find beautiful blue eyes checking me out. “May I join you?” he
asks in his husky voice.
“Seat’s not taken.” He chuckles as he slides into the seat next to me.
When the bartender approaches he orders a Captain and ginger ale. I’m sitting in
silence enjoying my wine because I have no idea what to say to this guy and it’s
getting uncomfortable. Closing my eyes I take a deep breath and then turn to him,
“Listen, I don’t know what your deal is or if Cassandra has somehow convinced you
to hang with me, since she has the hots for your roommate, but I’m good. You can do
your own thing.” He laughs at me and it only makes me angrier. “What are you
laughing at?”
“You, you’re cute as hell when you’re flustered.”
“That’s not funny.”
“I didn’t mean for it to be. Listen, I approached you earlier and sat with you tonight
because I think you’re gorgeous even if you don’t agree. Clearly it was a mistake
because despite being on a singles’ cruise you want to be left alone.”
He gets up and storms off leaving me feeling like the biggest asshole for the second
time today. I try to call after him, but it’s too late. I take a deep breath and down the
remainder of my wine and then I ask for another to take with me to dinner.
Walking into the dining room, I give the gentleman my table number and he escorts
me in. To my complete surprise, my table is set up for six and Damien is already
sitting there. Now I turn fifty shades of red as he looks up and sees we’re eating
dinner together. I turn to the gentleman who escorted me and thank him as he makes
his way back to the front entrance.
I literally down the entire glass of wine. “Listen, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be a
bitch before. I just…” I trail off, “Like I said earlier, I didn’t know this was a singles’
cruise. I was set up.”

“You too?” he reminds me as he winks.
“You were really set up too? I thought maybe you were just saying that.”
“Yes, I was. This is not my thing at all. Trevor has been off flirting with your friend
and I’ve been on my own.” He looks down, “I really do think you’re pretty.” His tone
softens and God help me, he actually blushes. How can this hunk of a man, who has
seemed so confident, be so bashful?
Standing, he pulls out the seat next to him and says, “Join me will you...”
I hold my hand to him. “Bree.”
Taking my hand, he lifts it to his lips pressing a gentle kiss to my knuckles,
“Damien, but you already know that.”
I giggle, “I bet you knew my name was Bree didn’t you?”
“I did.” He says showing me his perfect white teeth.
I take the seat he’s offered me and he orders me another glass of wine while we wait
for Cassandra and Trevor to show up. After fifteen minutes of waiting and pondering
the menu we realize we’ve both been set up yet again and that Trevor and Cassandra
are not coming. I have no idea who else was supposed to sit with us but we have the
table to ourselves, so we order our dinner and as soon as the waiter is gone I sip my
wine and say, “So what’s your deal?”
He chuckles, “My deal is that I’m home on leave from the Army for two weeks. I’m
spending four days on this ship, hoping to get to know the beautiful woman sitting
beside me and then I’m off to visit with my family. I’ve got to make a decision about
whether to reenlist or not and I’m hoping to talk it out with my dad.” He sips his
drink. “I’m the oldest of four. I have two brothers and a sister.”
Just as he finishes our appetizers are delivered. We both go into a comfortable
silence eating, well at least he appears comfortable. My brain is going a million miles
an hour as I eat my eggplant. He wants to get to know me but I find that odd since he
may be leaving again. What else do I say to him? God I wish I had Cassandra’s
confidence.
He places his fork down and says, “So what’s your deal?”
Giving him a small smile, I reply, “I’m an only child. My father is a doctor and my
mom stayed home to raise me. I loved that my father helped people and I grew up
idolizing him. I knew I didn’t want to be a doctor, so I decided to be a nurse that way
I could still take care of people and help the doctors out. I’m on this boat because I’ve
been working ridiculous hours while we’re shorthanded which means no time for
dating or getting to know anyone. Not that I’ve had anyone interested.”
“I’m interested,” he says has he brushes his knuckles across my cheek. I instantly
blush and look to my lap as our soup is delivered. I start eating and of course we’re
both quiet so my mind starts to think about how to handle this. Is he really interested
in me? It can’t be for more than just a fling. Maybe I should stop stressing and just
give him what he wants. Then he can go back to his job and I’ll go back to mine.
I’m taking another swig of my wine when he asks, “What are you thinking?”
Without thinking I blurt out, “I’m trying to figure out why you’re interested in me.”
“Maybe the better question is who took your confidence away. You’re gorgeous and
I bet you’re amazing at your job. I can hear the passion when you talk about it and
your face lit up when you said you were a nurse. Why so low when it comes to men?”
I chew the inside of my lip as I contemplate how to answer this. How do you tell a
grown man that you’ve never had a real serious relationship? That no one has ever
taken an interest in you for more than a one night stand. I’m about to say something
when our main course is delivered. “This looks delicious.” I say with a small smile as

I look up from my lap to see him staring at me with sympathy. He looks lost and
unsure what to say, so instead of eating I tell him what he wants to hear.
“Listen, Damien, I’ve never really been in a serious relationship. I’ve dated a few
guys and when I was younger I was dumb enough to sleep with them. I soon realized
it was all they wanted and once they got it they were out the door. After that I swore
that no one else would get me unless they earned me.”
He nods his head and begins to cut into his chicken. I’m not sure what’s going
through his mind right now and to be honest I’m not sure I want to know. This is the
first time I’ve ever been honest about my history and since I have no idea what to say
I start eating my pasta and shrimp. I feel like there’s so much tension throughout the
remainder of our meal and I can no longer handle it. I stand looking down at him.
“Thank you for a nice dinner. I think I’m going to head back to my room.”
I quickly make my way to the exit of the dining room totally ignoring his calls for
me. I don’t know what else to say and I don’t know if I can handle his rejection.
***
I didn’t hear from Damien all day yesterday and to be honest I’m okay with that.
While everyone got off the ship to walk the island, I spent some time at the spa
getting a massage and then I relaxed by the pool tanning my olive skin. Today I plan
on doing more of the same. While people are running around flirting and partying, I
sit here with a book in my hand just reading and relaxing. This is me and if Damien or
any other man doesn’t like it, well tough shit!
I smile to myself and dive into the story when suddenly there’s a shadow standing
over me. I look up to see Damien holding two waters. I look back to my book, “What
do you want?”
“To talk.”
“I don’t think we have much to talk about.”
“I want to apologize for my reaction the other night. I didn’t mean to get quiet on
you, I was thrown off by your answer and when I saw you looking down at me I
realized while I was busy lost in my own thoughts I hurt you.”
“It’s fine.” I state simply.
He sits down beside me, pulling the lounge chair closer to mine. “It’s not fine. I
spent the entire day walking the island yesterday realizing I wished you were with me.
I’m not one to believe in love at first sight, but I’m drawn to you. I want to get to
know you. I want to earn you.”
I sit up, swinging my legs so they’re on either side of his and I look into his eyes. I
want to see if he’s being sincere or trying to pull one over on me. His hand glides
across my cheek and into my hair, looking into my eyes as he leans forward, pausing
just before his lips press against mine. Watching, waiting for a reaction or a sign from
me, I close my eyes and that’s when I feel his full soft lips press to mine. A soft moan
escapes me as his hand slips to the nape of my neck, pulling me closer he deepens the
kiss. My hand glides up his bare arm, he pulls away pressing his forehead to mine.
“I’ve wanted to do that since I first laid eyes on you.”
I giggle, “It was a pretty nice kiss.” I can feel the blush creeping up my chest, I look
down to try to hide it but he places his finger under my chin forcing me to look him in
the eye.
“No more hiding from me. I only have one more day left on this boat with you and I
want to get to know you better. From there we’ll have to discuss how we keep in
touch.”
I nod my head, “Okay, I’ll try.”

“Great, now let’s relax a bit before we have to go to dinner.”
***
Today is our last day on the boat and we’ve decided to go see the band play. There’s
a party on the top deck for the last day on board. People are dancing and having a
great time. We spent last night listening to music on the top deck while we sipped
drinks and flirted with each other. Cassandra came to hang out with us, but she
quickly got bored and went off to find something else to do. Apparently she and
Trevor got into an argument and they’re not talking to each other. We both laughed at
the fact that they set us up and now we’re getting along great and they’re mad at each
other.
When I get to the deck party wearing my sundress and bathing suite Damien is
already there holding a table for us. He has even ordered my Bahama Mama for me.
As I approach he stands, “Hey, sweetie.” He leans in planting a soft kiss on my lips
and it makes me smile. He pulls out my seat, “I ordered you a drink.”
“I can see that, thank you.” The seats are great because it’s not too loud that we can’t
talk but we can still hear the music.
“When do you go back to work?”
“The day after we get back, I have to work seven to four and that’s if I get out on
time.” We’ve talked about getting together before he goes back, but I’m not sure it’ll
actually happen. We only live about an hour apart but with my schedule that may be
difficult.
“Once I’ve seen my family and spent some time with them, I want to try to have
dinner with you before I have to report back.”
“That’ll be nice, but I understand that you need to spend time with your family so
don’t worry if you don’t get to see me, it’s fine.”
“Oh, I’m going to see you. I didn’t spend four days trying to get you to talk to me to
just walk away.”
I giggle and shake my head. I’m not sure how I managed to capture the attention of
this beautiful man, but he is sweet as hell and my guard is already starting to slip.
***
It’s been three weeks since the cruise and I’ve been working my tail off. Damien and
I spoke a lot over the final week he was home but we never managed to get together.
He hasn’t called since he went back but he’s texted me. I have to admit I’m a bit
disappointed, but not surprised. I put one of our pictures in my locker at work to
remind me that there are men out there who are interested in me, but four days just
isn’t enough time for two people to stay committed in a long distance relationship.
“Have a good night, Bree,” Shannon says as I walk out the door for the night.
I’ve managed to work a typical shift today and I’m excited to get home at a decent
hour for the first time since I’ve been back. As I approach my car I see a shadow that
stops me in my tracks. I’m starting to panic until I hear him say, “Hello, sweetheart.”
A huge smile spreads across my face as I run into his arms. He scoops me up and
spins me around as he buries his face into my neck.
“I’m so happy to see you, but what are you doing home?”
“I spent a lot of time talking to my dad about life. I told him all about you and how
much we connected. You made me so happy in such a short period of time. It made
me realize what I needed to do. It’s time for me to retire, so I can focus on me.”
My brows furrow, “You gave up your career?”
“Not really, I just took a different position. They transferred me to the base here
working for the military as a civilian, so no more tours overseas and no more moving

around. That’s why I haven’t been in touch. I’ve been so busy getting everything set
up so I can come home to earn you.” He presses his lips to mine.
He breaks the kiss and tell him, “We have so much catching up to do, so much has
happened.”
“Like what?”
“Well Trevor and Cassandra tried to fix things after their fight but it didn’t work out.
I hate to tell you but you’re friend is a bit of an ass. He was seeing Cassandra and
some other girl at the same time.”
He shakes his head. “Unfortunately, I’m not surprised. What else has happened.”
“Take me home and I’ll fill you in.”
“You got it.”
***
Tonight Damien is taking me for dinner. We’re going to celebrate our six month
anniversary. I know, I know, that sounds corny, however Damien says that since I
didn’t get to enjoy those anniversaries as a teen, I need to enjoy them now. I think it’s
sweet.
“Hey, sweetie. Are you ready?” Damien asks.
“How about we skip dinner and go right to dessert?”
A grin spreads across his face as he slips his hand into my hair, leaning in for a kiss.
“I really want to enjoy you for dessert,” he says when he breaks our kiss.
Yes, I know what you’re thinking. This day and age I really made him wait six
months, but my plans for tonight are a bit different than his. He’s earned this.
My hand glides over his ass pressing him to me. I’m already beginning to pant from
wanting him. I can feel his erection growing in his pants as he grinds it against me. I
groan as he begins kissing my neck and collarbone. “Make love to me, Damien.”
Bending down he scoops me up and carries me to the bedroom where he gently
places me on the bed. Lying beside me, he looks me in the eye, “Are you sure you
want to do this?” I bite my lip as I nod my response. “Thank you for trusting me.” He
lowers his lips to mine, and this time it’s a bit more passionate as our tongues collide.
His hand glides up my shirt to massage my breast. He’s kissing his way down my
neck while he pops my breast from the cup of my bra. As soon as it’s free he pulls me
up from the bed to remove my shirt and bra tossing them to the floor along with his.
Laying me back down, he kisses his way down my neck, nibbling on my collarbone
as he goes. Grabbing one breast in his hand he sucks my nipple into his mouth
causing my hips to instantly grind into him as he massages the other, rolling my
nipple between his two fingers. I love how it feels.
I look down to see him staring at me as he licks his way down my stomach
massaging my curves as he goes. He loves my curves and he’s amazing at showing
me just how beautiful I am despite them. When he approaches the top of my jeggings
he instantly peels them off of me tossing them over his shoulder. Wasting no time he
begins lapping up my juices moaning as he does. He’s licking and sucking on my clit
and God help me I’m going to come so hard. “Damien that feels so good. I’m going to
come.”
“I want to taste you sweetheart. Come for me.” He starts back up again and just as
I’m about to come he works two fingers into me to stretch me while he licks me. It
sends me over the edge, my legs stiffen and my body starts shaking and he laps up the
juices from my orgasm while I grind my hips against his face. “Mmm, that was the
best dessert I’ve ever had,” he says before he slips his tongue deep inside of me.

Removing his pants he exposes his huge, fully erect cock. He takes it in his hand and
begins stroking it as he grabs a condom, slipping it in place. He climbs up my body.
Looking me in the eye he says, “Are you sure you’re ready for this?”
“Please, Damien, I want you.” He slips the tip of his cock inside, slowly working
himself deeper until he’s all the way in. I’m not a virgin but it’s been a long time.
“Damn sweetie, you’re so tight.” He says buried deep inside of me.
“I’m not going to break.”
He smiles at me. “I know but I don’t want to hurt you.” He slowly begins pumping
his full length in me and it feels amazing. Lifting my legs, I wrap them around his
waist as he continues to move faster and deeper. “Sweetie, this feels too good, I’m not
going to last long. You need to come for me.” He groans as he tries to hold on.
He slips his hand between us to start playing with my clit while he continues to ride
me. “Yes, Damien. I’m coming.” I scream as my legs tighten around his hips holding
him deep inside of me while I milk him for his seed.
He collapses on top of me looking into my eyes. A lone tear escapes me and I see
fear as he thinks he’s hurt me. “What is it sweetie, did I hurt you?”
I shake my head. “No that was perfect.”
“Then why the tears?” He asks full of concern.
“Because I love you, Damien.”
“I love you too, Bree.”
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