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Prologue
“Hell yeah, baby, just like that.” 
Powerful, commanding hands grip the back of my head and weave through my hair, directing the speed and angle as I suck him deeper down my throat. My tongue strokes the thick vein of his cock while I bob faster, keeping up with the frantic rhythm of his thrusts. 
On my knees, one hand fondling his balls, the other wrapped around his thigh for balance, I close my eyes and give him exactly what he wants. Rough and depraved.
“So close,” he pants, digging his fingers further into my scalp as he begins to fuck my mouth even harder, reckless now. His balls draw up and tighten in my palm, his dick growing impossibly rigid. He’s about to explode, bucking forward once more and roaring as he finally comes.
“Fuck, don’t stop, Holly!”
What the hell and who the fuck? Stop is exactly what I do, falling back on my heels as his cum shoots over my lips and across my cheek. He grabs his cock and milks the final drop, release not to be cut short by minor details.
“Holly?” I leap to my feet, venomous bordering on murderous, using the bottom of my shirt to wipe his spunk off my doused face that’s now pinched tight, my eyes glaring right through him. 
Mouth agape, breathing labored, his own eyes bulging, he’s unable to form a coherent sentence, remaining annoyingly mute. Men don’t realize, they’re busted either way they choose to go in times like these. No words scream, “I’m gonna dig my hole deeper if I talk because you’ll outsmart me” louder than actual silence. And if they speak? They’re right—we will, in fact, one up them until that deceptive foot is shoved directly in their mouth.
“Answer me!” My hands fly to my hips. “Holly as in the new the girl at your shop, Holly? That one?”
“Shit,” he mutters, stuffing his somewhat stubby, mediocre at best, dick back in his jeans. He holds his hands up and out defensively. “Baby, it just fucking slipped out. Doesn’t mean anything.”
“There’re two times men don’t lie: when they’re coming and when they’re about to come,” I hiss, eyes narrowed. “You need to leave. Right now.”
“Paige, come on, calm down. I’m sorry, alright?” He’s desperate and whiny. Huge turn off. “I swear, I’ve never touched her.” 
I shoulder check him as I storm out of the living room, where I’d planned to have a XXX kind of night, toward my bedroom. Fuckwad, aka my soon to be next mistake, Corey, follows right on my ass, catching the door as I try to slam it in his face. 
He forces his way into the tiny room, pathetic puppy dog eyes and bottom lip pooched out. “Paige, please.” 
“Corey, seriously, just go. I can’t be held responsible for what happens if you don’t.” With this much anger bristling through me, I’m surprised at how composed I sound. That’s not a good sign for him at all. I’m not just hurt, I’m pissed. At myself. When will I learn?
Sure, we’d only been fucking a few months, but that’s the longest stretch for me ever. And for once, I finally felt myself opening up a little, letting him dip a toe or two into the cesspool that is my untrusting heart…only to wreck it some more.
I lied. I’m not just pissed, I’m livid.
“Dammit, Paige. Listen to me.” He grabs my arm and whirls me around. “I never did shit with her. She’s hot, all right? So yeah, I sometimes think about her. But it’s totally innocent! 100% superficial.”
“You flirt with her at work?” I ask, arms crossed over my chest. Not that his answer matters—we’re done here—but I might as well see how deep the typical bullshit runs.
“No more than anyone else,” he says, popping his shoulders.
Wrong answer. But I’d say there’s a little more room left for that foot in his mouth. “You ever jack off thinking about her?”
His hands tug at his hair, head dropping with a tormented sigh. “Honey, all guys...”
“Cheat, I know, thanks for the reminder. You can get the hell out of my house now!” I pry open the door he’s attempting to block.
Corey releases a deep rumble of frustration. “Are you fucking kidding me right now? I said her name, that’s it! I didn’t cheat!”
“Yet!”
“Paige, I’m being honest with you and you’re acting like a total cunt.”
No, I wasn’t, but I’m happy to show him the difference. Moving back, I open the drawer to my nightstand and pull out my .22, the only dependable thing in my life.
“Grab your shit and leave.” I turn so he can see I now hold a gun, my eyes deceptively cool. Overreaction? Probably. Am I tired of being shit on? Yes.
“Are you insane?” he yelps. 
Perhaps. 
“Goddamn it, Paige!” Backing up slowly, hands in the air, all color drains from his face. “Put the gun down!”
“No, not until you leave. You may not have screwed her, but you just proved that I’ll never be enough for you.” I gulp down the annoying weakness I can hear edging my voice and reaffirm an icy tone. “So we’re done. D-O-N-E.” I smile sweetly, half tempted to curtsy.
When he stops to stare at me, waiting for God knows what, I release the safety, point the gun at the ceiling, and pull the trigger. Good thing I’m on the top floor.
And just like that, the most recent asshole flees from my life. 
“Tell Holly I said hi!” I yell as the front door slams. Plopping down on the bed, I stare up at the cracks surrounding the bullet hole, chunks of plaster falling on my head.
Guess I’ll be moving again. Like soon. 
Happy New Year to me!
 



Chapter 1
“It’s Amelia, I’m not in right now, leave a message after the beep.” 
Six days and fifteen messages later…I still get my cousin’s answering machine. Something’s definitely wrong. Amelia used to be the one calling me, often, to talk about everything from the ridiculous little things her cat did to the latest book she read. And now I hear nothing? My concern has reached a whole new level—fear.
I drive twenty over the speed limit the entire way to her place, lugging everything I own, my car packed to the brim. Sadly, it all fits in my rusted out Sedan, but I digress. Either Amelia’s dead or being held hostage somewhere. No other options make sense. This is Amelia we’re talking about…she’s not exactly the poster child for spontaneity. 
By nightfall, I’m pulling up to her apartment complex, hoping like hell she’s there. I stow my trusty .22 in my purse, then pull the hood of my coat over my head while jogging through the snow to her door. I knock a few times, impatiently waiting, then finally resort to pounding with my fist.
Nothing. I lean in, ear to the door, but the only sounds from the other side are distressed yowls from Lucy. Luckily, I still have the emergency key Amelia gave me when she moved in here.
I open the door slowly, more concerned than ever. Amelia would never leave her cat to fend for herself.
One foot inside the apartment and I feel, rather than see, her rub against my leg.
“Lucy,” I whisper, scooping up the fluffy ball of fury, hoping she’s not declawed and ready to unleash her wrath on any jack-in-the-box intruders lying in wait. Buy me some time to grab my gun, sacrificial feline. 
My other hand fumbles blindly for the wall switch, and a sigh of partial relief escapes as I flip on the light. The apartment looks the same as the last time I was here, months ago, minus Amelia or any signs of robbery. Shamelessly holding Lucy way out in front of me, I creep as stealthily and silently as possible toward the bedroom. Wishing I had some WD-40 handy, cause you know this damn door’s gonna creak on volume bullhorn, I push it open and toss the poor front man of this operation—the cat—on top of the lump under the covers. 
“Wake up!” I shout at her.
Please let it be her. I really don’t want to have to fire any warning shots.
“What the fuck?” a throaty voice yells back. Make that a very deep, very masculine voice, compelling even over Lucy’s subsequent snarling blaze out of the room. My jaw drops, heart racing as I grapple for another light switch and watch the covers go flying, exposing the bare upper body of a large, well-built man.
I scurry back, mentally devising my “get to and grab gun mission,” but only manage to less-than-tactically trip over something. Whatever it is wraps around my left foot, and before I can stop myself, I’m falling. I tense and squeeze my eyes shut, arms out, braced for the impact that never arrives. Instead, firm, capable hands grip onto my hips and steady me.
“Whoa, easy girl. Never had a chick run away so damn fast before,” the owner of said strong hands jokes. 
“Let me go!” I swat at his grabby paws, my heart pounding, breathing rampant…but not so much in panic anymore. One stolen peek at his lighthearted slate eyes reveals amusement, arrogant challenge, and an obvious ego—but no danger. Also pretty telling? It’s been a good three minutes and he’s yet to bust anything over my head, strangle, suffocate, and/or attack me in any way. 
“How ‘bout trying thank you?” He drops his hands and lifts a brow, head cocked to the side.
Brain still sputtering, adrenaline washing away, I roll my eyes and take a needed minute under the convenient excuse of unwrapping the jeans wound around my ankle. All the while, his rich chuckle reverberates behind me. Once I’ve got my shit somewhat together, the possibility of death no longer pending, I peer back at him, eyes slanted in contempt.
“Who the hell are you?” I throw the jeans, which I assume are his, at his smart-ass face. “You’re so not Amelia’s type! Which, I’m guessing,” I glance about sarcastically, “is why she’s not here?”
Everything about him, from his formidable presence to his mischievous aura and the glint in those eyes, reeks of danger and sex. Throw in the black hair, disheveled in that way most men strive for but rarely attain, massive arms, impressive shoulders, and abs cut like a warm knife through butter…damn. My tongue darts out, wetting my lips despite the specific mental command I just issued to remain unaffected.
“You ‘bout done lookin’? I’ll let ya touch, sweet thing, if you bring that fine ass over here.” He winks, his long, dark lashes sending out a ripe gust of confidence. “And I’d be more than happy to show you a thing or two about a thing or two while we’re at it.” 
Despite the heat settling across my cheeks, I don’t stare a moment longer, conveying a challenge of my own. This smug asshole just met his match.
“Tempting.” I twist my lip and mock-ponder at the ceiling. “Copious rendezvous with possible vagabond in my missing cousin’s bed. Hmmm.” I tap my chin, then again meet his eyes with my own. “Nah, I’m gonna go with door number two, if you don’t mind. Where’s Amelia?” I might yell the next part, hands perched on cocked hips. “And if you’re dating her, I’ll help her kick your ass for hitting on me!”
That infuriatingly sexy “I’m enjoying this” sound he makes comes out again as he stands, unashamed, a pair of black boxer briefs the only stitch worn…too damn well. He takes the few steps between us and stands directly in front of me, but I don’t budge, holding my own. 
“Amelia’s too sweet for me.” The back of his hand strokes down my cheek, but I rob him the satisfaction of any reflex. “I like my women rough around the edges.” 
Now I react, smacking his hand away with a scoff. “Fascinating, really. Hey,” I feign excitement, “know what’d be super sweet? Her whereabouts. As in you tell me ten minutes ago!” 
His lip curls up into a wicked grin, the effect as devastating as he meant it to be. “I like that mouth of yours. Let me know when you want to do more than just run it.” He winks and brushes past me, the heat of his body pressing against mine sparking a flame I struggle to extinguish.
I only steal a couple seconds to compose and remind myself why I’m here before following behind him. Slipping on his jeans in the bathroom, door wide open, our eyes meet in the mirror. “Where’s Amelia?” I ask, patience wavering.
“Upstairs in my apartment,” he answers, opening the mouthwash. A gurgle and spit later, he walks out past me, not bothering to put on a shirt.
Only entertaining this continuous and uncharacteristic game of follow the leader for my cousin’s sake, I again trail behind, absolutely not taking another sweep at my lips with the new view of his broad back. Or more specifically, the intricate cross tattoo covering it. “Why are you here and she’s there?”
“‘Cause as much as I like them, not real big on listening to her and Shaw fuck.” He stops mid-stride and looks back at me over his shoulder. “Which they do, loud and often.” 
I shake my head, brows pinched. “Who’s Shaw?”
He turns to face me fully, hand raking through his hair. “The guy fucking Amelia. Thought I just explained that.” He leans down to pet Lucy, who’s weaving herself through and against his calves, purring. Some guard cat. Thank God he turned out to be non-homicidal.
“Seriously,” I heave, suddenly exasperated. “Er…what’s your name?”
“Vaughn Stone.” He takes a step forward, offering me his hand. “And you are?”
“Worried about my cousin. Please,” I reply, tone resolute as I squeeze his accepted hand then drop it.
The humor flees from his face and he nods. “Alright. Shaw’s my roommate, and Amelia’s boyfriend. When they get too…noisy, I steal her key and come down here to catch some Z’s.”
“Why don’t they just stay here?” 
His eyes go wide, face animated. “Right? I keep asking them that same question and they go on and on about how they will, but they never fucking do.” Squinting his eyes, he adds absently, “I think Shaw’s trying to drive me out.”
“Can’t imagine why,” I drawl, a tinge of regret hitting me instantly. Where it came from (the regret, of course) is unknown, a place I’ve never visited.
“Hey, I’m a helluva roommate! I’m not even home most the time.”
I smirk, unable to resist. “‘Cause of all the other beds you simply must pay a visit?”
His face splits into a broad grin. “You’re cute, but no, I drive a truck.” He struts away, and my feet force me to follow him into the kitchen where he grabs two beers from the fridge. “So,” he offers me one, “what about you, No Name? How do you fill a day?”
I move toward him and take the bottle, twisting off the cap. “It’s Paige. And right now, nothing. I’ll be job hunting first thing in the morning.”
He leans back against the counter, sipping his beer, regarding me thoughtfully over the end of it. “Paige,” he murmurs, leaving it to hang in the air a second. “Yup,” he says with a quick jerk of his head, “suits you.”
“Thank God.” I clutch my chest. “Now I can save hundreds on the whole name change debacle.”
A mere twitch of his lip, he eyes me up and down. “You from around here?”
“No, just got to town tonight. I was worried about Amelia.” My head dips and I pick at the label on my drink. “Also kinda hoping I could use her extra room till I get some money saved.” I look up to gauge and defend myself from his judgment, but find none.
Rather, his eyes glisten, smile growing. “Ah, so we could be roomies.” 
“Not likely,” I quip, nose scrunching at the idea. “If Amelia lets me stay, I’ll be discussing your sleeping arrangements with her first thing.”
He shrugs, all cool and easy like. “I’m sure we can work something out.” He throws me a flirty wink. “You can wrinkle that lil’ nose all you want, but trust me, you’d rather have me sleeping a room away than listening to their hourly soundtrack. The artist formerly known as Amelia is a bit of a squealer. No, scratch that, cancel the bit part. Not sure what they’re into, but your cousin sounds like a baby pig rolling in shit.”
Beer spews everywhere and I beat my own chest to stop the choking. Few people ever truly shock me, even less earning a sincere laugh…Vaughn just did both. “Hot, very hot,” I manage to get out in a gravelly, respiration-not-fully-restored struggle. “Don’t talk all fancy and romantic on account of me, really.”
“Paige,” he hums under his breath, lightly hitting me on the back a couple times, “if you live, I think we’ll get along just fine.”
“Can’t wait,” I wheeze, setting my bottle on the counter. “Any chance you could go get Amelia for me?”
“Sure.” He starts off, then pivots. “What kind of job you’d say you were looking for?”
“I didn’t. But anything will work. Just need a paycheck.”
He chugs the rest of his, then my, beer and tosses the empties in the trashcan. “You scare easily?”
“What? No!” I crept up on your sleeping ass, didn’t I?
“I believe ya.” He grins, both hands held up in surrender. “There’s a truck stop about twenty miles from here that’s been looking for some help. They can’t keep girls for shit, other than Ole’ Viv, not a girl.” He chuckles to himself. “Anyway, I could put your name in, but…” his eyes skim down my body and back up, slower and more deliberate than the last time, “workin’ with all that, you better be tough enough to keep the dogs away. Some of the truckers can be pretty crude. And the others are deviant fuckin’ perverts, plain and simple. You think you can handle that?”
It’s me grinning now. “Oh yeah, I can handle men. Plenty of practice.”
His brow quirks in curiosity before he can stop it, but he’s quick on the recovery. “Alright, well then expect a call from a guy named Joe soon. He’ll have you starting next week.”
“You sound confident.” No way would a job just fall in my lap. Nothing ever comes easy for me.
He blatantly ogles my breasts. “Oh, trust me, you’ll get the job. Gonna need your number, though.” He widens his stance and crosses his arms, a cocky smirk on his face as he…almost…here they come…now meets my gaze. 
I tilt my head and pout. “Ah, poor thing. Tell ya what, you get me the job, and I’ll help you practice asking for a girl’s number without all the hoops. Deal?”
A beaming smile is slow to break out on his face, his gaze locked on mine as though he’s searching for something. “Whatever you say, Paige.” He blinks twice, then clears his throat and steps away. “I’ll go get Amelia. Text me your number. She has mine.”
I watch as he grabs a shirt from the sofa and some keys from a small table by the door.
“Thank you, Vaughn,” I mutter, throwing in some genuine kindness. It’s in there, it just rarely shows itself. “It was nice meeting you.”
He turns his head and winks. “You too, very. And Paige?”
“Yeah?”
“Not everything will bounce off ya. Some things stick.” And he’s gone.
 



Chapter 2
Turns out Vaughn doesn’t just talk a big game, he actually backs it up. Consider me slightly impressed.
After finding a parking spot, I grab my bag and sprint inside, right on time for my third shift at Jake’s Break, the infamous Route 393 truck stop.
“Finally!” Harlow, whom I suspect is a very lost cheerleader, squeaks out a greeting as I shake off the remnants of the freezing ice storm that made an abrupt appearance halfway into my commute. 
I tug off my gloves as she’s ringing someone up, at high speed and with a brisk smile, obviously ready to punch out. As soon as the customer walks away, Harlow’s attention is back on me. 
“I’ve never been happier to see anyone in my entire freaking life.” Her usually vibrant eyes are red and glossy and the natural immaculate state of her hair has been demolished by the rats seeming to have built a nest there.
“Rough day?” I ask, shoving my stuff under the counter.
Harlow snorts, arms crossed. “Joe swore that the day shift was slow, something about the drivers being asleep or whatnot. I don’t wanna call the man a liar…” she jerks her head around, scanning for stray ears, then whispers, “but I think he may have lied to me.”
I can’t help myself; a burst of laughter floods out, loud and hearty. This girl belongs in a truck stop like I belong in a congeniality contest. Against Amelia’s protests, I’d accepted the night position, but I already know Harlow’s day shift is the busiest.
The new, pesky empathy thing that keeps creeping up on me in flashes chooses now to make a surprise visit. Palm itching at the thought, I reach out and pat her shoulder. Yes, it’s awkward and probably too hard, but I’m trying and hoping my smile’s closer to looking believable than uncomfortable.
“Harlow, maybe this isn’t your thing. Have you thought about looking for a different job?”
She shrugs, bending to grab her sweater from under the counter while I start to switch out the register drawers.
“I don’t know, I should probably answer Oakley’s calls or texts or something.” She shakes her head, downcast and miserable.
See? Precisely why I don’t “reach out.” I suck at it. Now she’s worse off than before, eyes are all watery, glossed bottom lip quivering as she waits for my obligatory “Who’s Oakley?” 
I remove her cash drawer and hand it to her, damn near sprinting in the back to get mine, hoping to look occupied and deter her from further bonding. But the second I walk back out, she starts spilling her personal baggage.
“Oakley’s my high school boyfriend. My everything. First crush, first dance, first kiss.” She looks away wistfully. “First—”
“Got it,” I interrupt, slamming the readied drawer shut. I did my best, but drowning in her issues because I made an effort to be friendly seems an unfair trade. “Lots of firsts. Awesome. Totally see why you’d want to give him a call. So you go do that and I’ll—”
“He went away to play ball.” She sniffles, eyes on me, sad and begging for something I can’t offer. 
I don’t do the whole “bestie, let’s open up and share thing.” Still, I’m not all-out cruel, when I can help it, so I give a slight nod for her to continue and she dashes through the open door. 
“He made it big, real big, and now he’s been trying to send for me,” she explains quickly.
Send for her? I check my invisible watch—yep, still the twenty-first century.
“How thoughtful of him,” I grit out, already nauseated. To my relief, there’s a guy approaching the counter, officially marking the end of the “kept woman” convo. “Harlow, you probably need to go do your count before you’re stuck here for the night. The weather’s getting nastier by the minute.”
That gets her ass moving.
“And where the hell is Viv? Does no one else care that she’s always late?” I throw up my hands, asking no one in particular.
“Red Fox?” the male customer asks. “She’s ‘bout done, I’d figure. Should be waltzing in any second.”
“Anything else?” I ask him curtly, sickened.
He digs out a credit card. “Yeah, lemme get a shower ticket.”
I ring him up, ducking to pull a stall number card, and find a frazzled Viv buzzing in when I stand back up. “Twelve is empty now,” I tell him.
I’ve yet to check towels back there, so I snag him one of those too. “Enjoy,” I dismiss him with an excruciating smile.
He doesn’t even notice, his eyes pinned to Viv, a wolfish grin on his lips as he captures her attention.
“Not happening again, Dusty, so you go take that shower alone,” Viv snaps and I watch as he shakes his head, snickering as he walks away.
“Hey, Sweetie.” Viv lifts the latching partition and joins me behind the counter. “Sorry I’m late. Peter was passing through.” She shivers dramatically. “And I do love me some Peter.”
You remember that really old show with Mel’s Diner? Used to re-run on TBS? Flo the redhead, foul-mouthed, and always smacking her gum waitress? Viv is her long lost twin, I shit you not.
She’s a hoot and I won’t ever admit it, but I don’t hate working with her. “Alright, Red Fox.” I roll my eyes. “Could you go,” I wave an aimless hand toward the back, “help Harlow? She’s doing the distraught pep squad thing again.”
“You’re not fooling me, Paige. Soft as a kitten inside that heart of yours, I know it.” She shakes a finger at me. “But yes, I’ll go see about her.”
Crazy town. I’ve been here just inside a half hour and I’m already exhausted. I drop my forehead on the countertop with a thud and groan. No sooner has my diastolic fallen back down under 200 when I hear it…his noise, the muffled amusement he tries to cage.
“Watched Stanley flop his junk out on that counter once,” Vaughn comments and then laughs aloud, raucous and uninhibited, when my head flies up. 
I use my sleeve to wipe furiously at my forehead, glancing around for one of those squirt bottles of Germ-X. Of course we don’t have one—why would we? The possibility of residual Stanley junk on my face obviously didn’t come up in the OSHA action plan.
Before I’m able to reply, he’s walking over to an aisle and I’m left wondering where the hell he even came from. We haven’t seen each other since the one time at Amelia’s and although we were bound to have another run-in eventually, I wasn’t expecting it so soon.
Why I even care is beyond me, yet I can’t help but stare at those immense shoulders stretching his black tee, or the ass perfectly encased in “just the right tight” faded jeans. I’d forgotten how built the man was. 
Almost hypnotized, I watch as he snatches something from the shelf, then returns, falling in line behind the man who’d slipped into his spot. 
“You new?” the guy asks, his creepy leer and asinine one-liner reminding me not all men swim in the deep end of the genetic pool.
“Yup, what can I get ya?”
His lip rises at one crusty corner, eyes darkening. “Oh, I’m thinking of several things. What’s your name, Sugar?” He leans forward, elbows on my counter.
“Herpes,” I deadpan and Vaughn barks out a laugh from behind this tool.
Not easily discouraged, the dude smiles, flashing all six graying teeth. And to think…seven and my panties would have flown right off. Damn healthcare. “I gotta cure for that,” he sneers, lifting a hand toward my face. “Let me show you what a real man can do to that body of yours.”
Before I even withdraw two steps, his arm’s lowered and curled behind his back for him…if the police ask. If not, jerked down and yanked is more accurate.
“That’s enough, asshole. Apologize to the lady and disappear quicker than I can catch ya. Feel me?” Vaughn growls, pulling up on the man’s arm, which I can’t see but I know must be painful, judging from the creeper’s harsh wincing.
“S-sorry,” the guy sputters. “There, I said it! Let go!”
Vaughn turns him to the door, releasing and shoving him forward in unison. “One warning is all ya get. Might wanna drive the extra thirty to the next stop from now on!” he yells to the guy’s retreating back just before the door falls shut.
Holy shit. Vaughn has a temper. And instead of scaring me off or bringing out the grateful little girl buried within me, I’m plain pissed. 
“So,” he spins to face me, bright eyed like nothing happened, “I see you got the job. Oh, here,” he offers me the wipes he’d grabbed before the pissing contest. “Disinfect your forehead, Herpes.” He laughs.
“I could have handled him myself!”
“I’m sure you coulda,” he winks, “but now you don’t have to. Ring me up for those and whatever I have in fuel please. Pump thirty-seven.”
I slam my hands flat on the counter and lean forward, ready to make it clear to him that I’m not the type of girl that needs protecting, when he smiles, looking past me. 
“Viv! Where’s my lovin’?”
Rolling my eyes while grumbling a few choice words under my breath, I rip a wipe out of the package and begin scrubbing. 
“Vaughn, you never have to ask, you know that.” She flings herself over the barrier between them, wrapping her arms around his neck and peppering his face in kisses. “Where you headed?”
“Up north.” He trails a hand through his black hair to fix her damage when he breaks away. I’d call him pretty boy and offer a mirror, but it’s rude to interrupt. “Couple days. How’s your help?” He nods my way with a devious grin.
Her gaze follows, smile brightening. “Paige? I love this lil’ hardass.” She slings an arm around my shoulder. “Ya’ll know each other?”
“No,” I snap at the same time as he insinuatingly drawls, “Oh yeah.” 
Viv arches both brows…she can smell the story.
Fuck it. I sigh. “Vaughn and I have a common friend, or, uh, cousin. Whatever.” I wave it off. “He did get me the job, though.” I look directly at him. “Thank you.”
“My pleasure,” he mouths and winks.
“Oh, ho ho!” Viv’s jibing hoot crawls over my skin. “I’ll just go check the stalls. You two have fun.”
“Did Harlow leave?” I call out as she moves to leave.
“Yup, walked her out the back and to her car. I swear this winter will be one of the worst we’ve had in a decade. You drive safe out there, boy!”
“Yes, ma’am.” Vaughn salutes, eyes glittering, smile sincere.
Viv’s gaze bounces between us once more before she gives a slight shake to her head. “Byeee.” She rolls her fingers in a wave and saunters off.
Unsure what I just saw sparking in her thoughtful expression, I turn my focus back to Vaughn. “Your total comes to $6.66, got a card?” It’s actually $184.56, but it had to be said.
His eyes remain on me as he reaches in his back pocket and pulls out his wallet, handing me a Visa. I concentrate on the machine and processing the transaction, but look up when he clears his throat.
“Paige,” he uses two fingers to slide a slip of paper across the smooth counter, “this is my handle. If you ever need anything, I’ll answer this faster than my phone if I’m driving. Like with that guy earlier. Just holler at me and I can talk you through, or him out, loud enough that he’ll get the message.”
I return his card and receipt for him to sign, stealing a glance at the scrap. Jawbreaker, Channel 2.
“Jawbreaker?” I snort. “Really?”
“What?” He grins, wide and wickedly charming.
“Why that? Seems silly. Or…” 
His brows slowly raise, a smugness to his features that I take in and catalogue beside everything else I know of the man so far, then gasp, biting back a fit of laughter.
“Oh, please!” I hound him, eyes rolling back. “Are you…” my humor is hardly contained, “possibly trying to insinuate…” my gaze drops to his crotch, “that your cock could break someone’s jaw?” I clutch my side, slap my other hand on the counter, and howl madly. 
“Hey, Chuckles.” He taps my hand, so I pull it together, albeit an unwavering vibration in my shoulders, and force myself to look at him. “I like the way your mind works, and watching you laugh—I fucking adore that even more—but you’re off point tonight. Although,” he lifts the lid on the huge glass jar at the end of the row of impulse buys and plucks out a handful of huge gobstoppers, or…jawbreakers…and flashes me one of his winks, “you may be on to something. Holler if you need me.” He slaps the counter twice, pops one of the candies in his mouth, and strolls away without a backward glance.
 
 



Chapter 3
Even if I sleep during the day, which makes my entire body think something’s off and battles me on it, I still start dragging ass around 4:00 am every night. Or morning, depending how you look at it. Which I almost can’t, since my eyes won’t stay open.
“Firecracker, come back.”
And now I’m suffering hallucinations. Good stuff.
“My lil’ Firecracker, you out there? Come back.”
Who? Come back where? The place is practically dead tonight and I look around, up, and down, cursing Viv the likes to shame a sailor for taking another “break”…right when the ghosts start talking, no less.
Johnny, this one’s called, I think. Hope he’s worth a fucking poltergeist.
“Paige!”
The goblin knows my name. Fuck. My. Life.
“Paige, the CB. If you can hear me, pick it up and press the button on the side to talk, then let go for my turn. Come back.” 
I gotta start drinking coffee. Hopping off my stool, I pick up the walkie talkie and press the button. 
“Tupac? Is that you? Can you tell me where you are?”
“Hey, you,” he says, absolutely not Tupac. I’d know this cocky hum anywhere. Once I ruled out paranormal activity, that is.
“Hey yourself, Vaughn. What are you doing, and who’s Firecracker?”
“You. Your name.”
“What?” This whole radio weird name thing in the middle of the night isn’t processing so quickly.
“Don’t press the button,” he rushes out. “Let me say come back before you press it. Woman, I swear,” he grumbles. 
“That it? Roger, Lost Sheep, Bo Peep, over.” When I release the button for his turn, all I hear is his very sexy, can’t be denied laugh. 
“Paige, sweetie, what are you doing?” 
I drop the hand device, watching it swing back and forth on the spring cord, and spin to face Viv. “Nothing, and I didn’t break it.”
She laughs, lifting the latch to join me in the upraised register area. “That—” 
“Ohh, Firecracker…”
Viv’s head turns to the sound of the voice then back to me. “That Vaughn?”
I nod, rolling my eyes; a nasty habit I knew I had, but all these new “friends” purposely antagonize me to do it ten times more often.
“Oh,” her voice and chin drops, enlarged eyes pinning me, “no.”
“No what?”
She sighs and pats the top of the stool. “Have a seat.”
Leery, because much like Vaughn, the verdict on her sanity’s still out, I slowly slide one hip up and back until I’m atop the seat, eyes on her. 
“Paige, deep down you’re a sweet girl,” she begins, “and—”
“No, I’m not.” I snap. No need to confuse her.
“Ah, honey, I get the defensive thing. Young girl, life lessons hardened you. I was there once, but you listen to old Viv now.” She pats my knee. “Vaughn ain’t a one woman kind of man. And tangling with him,” her red head shakes as she tsks, “is only gonna leave you feeling more beat down, alone, and used than before.”
“Paging Paige,” he snickers over the channel, “are you okay?”
“How would you know?” I stand, brushing by her. The adrenaline pumping through me is bothersome; I barely know Vaughn, but her hopping truck bed to bed then judging him behind his back isn’t sitting well with me. He got me this job and he didn’t have to do that. So he can’t be all bad. And even if he is… at least say it to the man’s face so he has a chance to defend himself.
“Paige?” Vaughn’s voice is no longer playful but edged with an unsettling concern. It’s something new for me to hear in a man’s voice.
“Viv, show me how to work this damn thing, would you?”
I hear her sigh as she approaches from behind. “Press this to talk. When you’re done, you can say over, come back, or come on, then let go and he’ll talk. Don’t press it again until he says the same thing. Your turn, and so on.” She hands it to me with a troubled frown.
“Seriously, Viv, you don’t know him and I meant it. I’m not a nice girl, and can certainly take care of myself. It’s a conversation, not a romp in the parking lot.” That’s right. I laid her shit bare with scrutinous eyes and one brow arched.
“Okay, okay.” She raises her hands in defeat. “Have fun. By all means, what do I know? Just an old lot lizard, I got it. I’ll go check the showers.” She lets the breakaway slam behind her as she storms off.
“Vaughn?”
“Finally! Fuck! You ok? Come back.”
“Yeah, just…had a customer. What’s up? Over.”
“Listen, see the dial on the base there? When I say over, turn the knob to change channels. I’ll meet you at the same number as your apartment. And no real names. Over.”
He takes this shit serious, all Steven Segal on me. I can hang with that; anything to break up the monotony of my shift. I flip the dial till I’m on channel 18 and wait.
“Firecracker, you here? Come back.”
“Why the hell are you calling me that? Over.” Tired of standing, I scoot the base closer to the edge of the counter for leeway and pop a squat right there on the floor, leaning back against the wall.
“Listen, my handle is Jawbreaker, remember? Don’t use our real names, ever. Anyone on this channel—could be zero, could be a hundred—can hear what we say. So from now on, I’m Jawbreaker and you’re Firecracker. Come back.”
Is he serious right now? “Hold on, why the hell do you get to pick my handle? And why Firecracker? Over.”
Okay, I’ll admit, this is kinda fun. Certainly a distraction to keep me awake. Plus, I feel all badass lady cop…or something…
“‘Cause I’m the CB veteran in this relationship. And because you’re a feisty, colorful ‘never know if you’re gonna be pretty or just blow up and make a lotta noise’ kind of girl.” He laughs. “Like a firecracker. Perfect name, if I do say so myself. Come back.”
I can’t help it, I’m chewing my lip attempting to hold back the smile. “The handle’s not bad, I can live with it. But what’s this imaginary relationship you’re speaking of? Over.”
Yeah, I’ve crossed my legs and let my hair down, getting comfy. Well, as much as possible. I am, after all, sitting on the floor in a truck stop. 
“I’m not talkin’ rings and shit, but anytime two people fuck like animals it’s some kind of relationship. Come back.”
“Do I know these two lucky people? Over.”
“Me and you of course. Come back.”
“How many times did you skip health class exactly? Pumping yourself and screaming my name? That’s not fucking,” I jibe, dripping with playful sarcasm. 
“You’re funny, Sparky. I like it. And keep up that tough girl thing. Turns me on. But don’t get shit twisted, we will fuck. Come back.”
“Pretty sure of yourself, aren’t you? Over.”
“You wanna deny it? I bet your hand has been down those sweet lil’ panties every night since we met while you’re thinking about me. Thinking of how good it’d be if it were my fingers sliding inside you. Come back.”
My thighs squeeze tight, pussy throbbing. Before I can reply with even a semblance of a witty comeback, his voice sounds once more.
“Don’t lie to me, Firecracker. Tell me you’ve thought about how my cock would feel pounding into you. We both know you’ll be begging for it soon enough. Come back.” 
“You know what I’ll be begging for? Your egotistical ass…”
The bell over the door rings and I quickly duck my head and lower my voice. “Customer, hold on. Over,” I whisper, then jump up and straighten myself.
“Can I help you?” I smile, too perky.
“Who are you?” the beautiful man asks, his voice edged with irritation. “Where’s Viv?” 
Now this is who she should pick. Over six feet of caramel-skinned man with a sexy black goatee and neatly cropped hair of the same color. Why is Viv not hitting this?
“I’m new and she’s checking the showers. Who are you?” I shoot right back at him, trying to remain snarly instead of picturing a naked Blair Underwood in my head.
“Shower stalls?” he asks, pointing their direction, wide-eyed. “Where the men shower? Oh hell no,” he thunders and then he’s off.
I’d warn her over the intercom, sister code and all, but seems Ms. Dish Out Unsolicited Advice could use a heaping spoonful of her own medicine. Wish I could watch, really, but gotta stay and man the front…and Vaughn’s waiting. Vaughn, the man that I was about to chew out. Lucky for him I’ve had a moment to cool down.
I won’t let him get to me, which is exactly what he’s trying to do.
“Jawbreaker, you still there?” I ask, slipping back down on my ass. “Over.”
“At your service, sexy. I’m next in line at the weigh station, though, so we’ll need to finish this another time. Maybe when I get back we—”
“No, we nothing…there’s nothing to finish. I won’t lie, you’re fun and chatting is a nice way to pass the time, but that’s it. Nothing else. Over.”
I hear chuckling when he comes back. “Button, Paige, missed the first half of that. But I’m not so bad, I swear. A chance to prove it would be nice. Come back.”
“Nice or not, I’m not interested.” I sigh. “Sorry, buddy, but your cock needs to find another target. Over.”
“Damn, girl, you sure know how to kill some wood.” His laugh is hollow, maybe even hurt; it’s tough to really tell over a CB. “What’s so terrible about me? Come back.”
“I gotta go. See you around, Jawbreaker. Over.”
I place the handset down, feeling the weight of loneliness setting in. They all start off nice and sweet and in Vaughn’s case, dirty, which I have no issue with, but they all end the same too. Leaving crazy old me.
It’s a few minutes later when his voice filters through one last time. “I’ll break ya, Firecracker. Maybe not tonight, or even tomorrow, but I will. See ya when I get back. Over and out.”
 
 



Chapter 4
Four nights later, when I’ve had time to sufficiently berate myself for the dumbass way I ended the last talk with Vaughn, and even more time to notice that he hasn’t contacted me since, my attitude and overall demeanor can only be described as tyrannical bitch.
Viv’s “breaks” aren’t cute, they’re selfish…leaving me alone, at night, while her forty—fifty?—year-old ass “gets some” out back. Harlow? Not naively sweet anymore, she’s a doormat who needs to “big girl” up, her Strawberry Shortcake routine rubbing my Maleficent nerves raw. 
And Vaughn…radio silent. I’ve told myself it’s for the best, repeatedly. I’m not saying I was hoping for it, but when you’re sitting alone in a truck stop in the wee hours of the morning, a little company from someone that actually knows how to make you laugh isn’t the worst thing. There hasn’t even been a “chance” meeting to perhaps allow me to clear the air.
What can I expect, though? I was pretty explicit that nothing was going to happen between us, especially no fucking. I’m sure he asked Amelia what makes me “the way I am” and the truth she enlightened him with probably sent him running. It’s for the best. I already said that. 
The bell above the door chimes, shooing away my daydreaming. Looking up, I find the gorgeous, twice my age and looking better than nine out of ten men who aren’t, black Adonis who was here for Viv the other night. That woman needs some fucking glasses if she can’t see this is the guy she needs to “take a break” with. He’s a classy sight all right, dressed like a GQ boss with teeth so white they blind you when he smiles.
“Hey again,” I say, much friendlier than I feel, purely hormones speaking for me. I have got to get laid soon.
“Paige, nice to see you again.” Oh, there’s that high-voltage smile, two long, clean fingers smoothing down each side of his black with dashes of salt goatee. 
“You know my name how?” I question with a skeptic quirk; we don’t wear nametags here.
He grins. “Vivian.”
“Oh, right. Guess that would make sense. Well, she didn’t think to share yours, and if you’re gonna be a regular fixture, it’d be nice to have something to call you.”
“Marcus, Marcus Blake.” We shake hands over the counter, his large and smooth; I’m guessing they’ve never seen a day of manual labor. “Pleasure to officially meet you. Any chance she’s around?” His eyes flit left, right, and over my shoulder, then return to mine, carrying a suspicious sadness.
Viv’s a moron.
“This is Jawbreaker, looking for his lil’ lost Firecracker. She out there? Come back.”
I was never a cheerleader. Never even tried out. I did beat up a few, though. Uppity bitches thinking they were better than me. But damn if I don’t tamp down a lil’ squeal and dance on the balls of my feet at the sound of his voice over the CB behind me.
Need. Laid. Pronto. ‘Cause this weird double personality BS is not gonna work for me. 
“You can, uh, wait,” I offer Marcus, creeping backward, “or check the stalls. Whatever. I need to,” I point at the CB, “get that.”
“You do that,” he rumbles and taps the counter twice. “Just tell her I came by before I left on business for a week. Guess I’ll try to catch up with her when I get back.”
“I’ll tell her.” I nod, smiling. “Sorry.” For what? Not my problem or business, but I said it. I’m hardly recognizable.
“Don’t be. Have fun.” And with one last flash of that dazzling smile, he leaves, his shoulders slumped unlike when he arrived.
Oh well. I shake off any lingering, uncanny sympathy and grab the receiver, sliding down the wall to sit. “You got me. Come back.”
“Firecracker? Over.”
“That’s what you tell me. W’sup? Come back.”
“Switch channels. Your apartment plus five, over.”
With a grumble, his incognito operation forcing me to get back up, I switch the dial to channel 23 and return to my ass.
“You here?” he asks, voice clear and tantalizing. “Over.”
“I’m here. Do we have to keep saying over? It’s just us, and you sound like Rain Man.” I laugh, releasing the button.
And wait for his response. And wait. The man is a child, and even scarier, I know exactly what he’s doing.
I frump out a sigh and give in. “Come back.”
He answers instantly, like I knew he would, and I can’t help but snicker at his obstinacy.
“Yes we do, or we’ll be talking over each other again. Don’t mess with a system that works, Smarty Pants. So, how ya been, feisty girl? Over.”
Not too feisty. I’m positive that word at least partly insinuates movement, excitement, or some form of an actual life. I’m pretty much the opposite.
“Fine. Just work a lot, eat very little, and sleep even less. Constant rave, ya know? What about you? Come back.”
“Aww, missed you too, I am. Should be pulling in your lot in about twenty. Wanted to see if you were working before I stopped. Over.”
“Or what?” I snicker. “You’d have just kept cruisin’ past and parked the big rig at the apartment? Come back with something on that one.”
“Ah, Firecracker. The ways I wanna punish that smart lil’ mouth of yours. No, I would’ve driven past and parked it at my company’s yard. I’m beat and filthy, but I—”
I pull the mic thing back from my mouth and look it over, possibly banging it on the floor a few times to make sure it’s still working since I lost him.
“Vaughn?” I try.
“Vaughn?” This time I beat it against my thigh and twiddle with the wire before I try again. “Can you hear me?”
I rise to my knees and scurry on them to the base, now slapping my hand on the side repeatedly, searching for a power button.
“You break it, you bought it,” he says from behind me, his voice a low caress up my spine.
I turn, forbidding my face to reveal the sizzle of surprised excitement making its heated way through me and rather scrunch my brow. “How’d you sneak up on me like that? And why are you covered in—”
“Grease. Some oil too.” He looks down at himself, then up. “Problem with my rig, but got it worked out. And I came in the back door. You did know there was one of those, right?”
Yes, and I lock it when I work, rules be damned. Call me crazy, but I prefer that the bumps in the night come at me from the front. Damn Viv. She and I are gonna need to have a talk about safety vs. slinking in through the back door after her truck stop trysts.
“Yeah, I knew,” I blow out in frustration, standing up. “You wanna take a shower? They’re all empty right now and you’re a hot mess.” I capitalize on the plausible excuse and let my eyes rake slowly down every inch of his large frame, the dirty clothes only enhancing the virile, powerful form beneath them.
“Paige?” His timbre soothes, enflaming the part of me that knows what she wants from this man. It’s only when he does that arrogant but hushed laugh of his that I force my eyes to his dark smoldering ones. “Me too, Firecracker, I feel ya.”
Promises, promises.
“So.” I clear my parched throat and duck, digging up a towel and shower card from the bins below the counter. “Shower, on the house.” I toss the items over when I stand and he catches them without a flinch in his knowing smirk, which is focused solely on me. “Wanna grab some clothes out of your truck?”
“‘Preciate it.” He winks. “Gotta locker in the back.”
Hands braced on the counter, I push up on my tiptoes and lean over, craning my neck to watch that perfect ass of his go. The man is fine…and sarcastic, funny, smart…and a man. The last kind of trouble I need in my life, especially when I’d just off-loaded the “one offer away from cheating” bastard and am attempting a new start.
But the town and time don’t exist where my libido wouldn’t recognize and yearn for the likes of Vaughn Stone. And if my vibrator’s all I’m gonna get, I’m at least gonna make sure to fill my head with the most erotic images possible—so when I close my eyes and bring myself to pathetic, lonesome pleasure, I’ll have some mental magic to draw from.
I gaze longingly down the hall. At this hour, it’s likely no one will come in. And if they do, here’s a thought—Viv the Vaginator can help them! It’s my turn, dammit!
I skirt down the hall silently, rounding the corner to the showers. I’m a pretty brazen gal, but something about Vaughn—probably his bold volley of every sarcastic jibe I serve up—has dented my armor. That must be why my heart’s beating triple time, a sheen of sweat coats the back of my knees, and I simply cannot muster up an ounce of moisture on my sandpaper tongue to unstick it from the roof of my mouth as I gawk from the doorway.
Oh good Goddamn! I’m no doubt gonna fry out the motor in my dick-shaped date tonight! A naked Vaughn Stone…water and suds trickling down every muscly plane of his sculpted body, his high, firm ass bared to me as he tips his head back, eyes closed, savoring the steaming water’s therapy…damn. This man is a sight far surpassing anything I could possibly create in the wettest of dreams. And that mouthwatering cross tattoo covering his back just taunts and jabs, an ornate reminder that this boy is bad…in the best kind of way.
“Paige, there you are!” Viv all but screams behind me.
“Sshhh!” I spin and hiss at her. Unfuckingbelievable. She’s never around—never!—until you don’t want her anywhere in the vicinity.
“Sorry, geez,” she huffs in a whisper and storms off, but too late. 
Like a glutton for punishment, I look back at him, already positive what I’ll find.
He’s frozen in place, still facing away, the quick rise and fall of his shoulders and back muscles the tell-tale sign—he heard. 
He knows I’m standing here, watching him.
My mind reels as I pivot on a heel and dash back to my register, willing my chest to stop heaving. I’ve almost accomplished as much when Vaughn, complete with damp hair, cocky swagger, and cheeky grin, saunters up to the counter. “How long ‘til you get off?”
Oh the possible answers—or follow-up questions—I could spout in response. But instead, I feign fascination with breaking quarter rolls into my drawer and reply in this nasally, mortified sound that has me ready to slit my own throat, “‘Bout an hour.”
“Want me to wait around with ya?” It’s sincere; deep, sexy, and toe-curling, but genuine.
“No, no, that’s okay,” I mumble, still making a show of counting coins, suddenly a chickenshit who can’t look up. 
WTF is wrong with me? 
“Suit yourself,” he teases, lifting the lid and grabbing a jawbreaker from the glass jar. “I know where ya live, I’ll find ya. Soon. Be safe, Firecracker.”
The suggestive proposal in his voice rings clear, leaving me desperate to accept, right before he loudly pops the candy in his mouth and turns to leave.
This is so not good. I’m never off my game, intimidated, or embarrassed. Which means there’s something different about this guy. Even if I’m not willing to admit it, my body and subconscious already have. 
Well, fuck!
 
 



Chapter 5
Another long night of a paycheck in the books, I drag my tired ass into the apartment and toss my stuff wherever it lands. Lucy immediately accosts me, hungry and sick of being cooped up alone. I swear Amelia is never here, so I give Lucy a quick rubdown and get her fed before heading to the shower. 
The shower.
As I strip off my clothes and step beneath the hot spray, I relive every moment in my mind’s eye. The taut, carved body of Vaughn Stone, beads of water gliding down each rigid muscle, might be just the vision I need to finally turn my nightmares into dreams. 
It’s nearing dawn when I get dried off and into my sleep shorts and tank, so I roll the blinds closed tighter and pull the drapes, then climb under the covers. I nuzzle down in my pillow, eyes falling shut, and right on time, pictures of him fill the darkness behind my lids. The last thing I remember is him looking over his shoulder, cocksure grin goading me as he extends a hand and asks me to join him. Then sleep takes me. 

“Lucy, scram!” I groan, leaving my eyes shut as I blindly reach a hand back to swat her away. Damn cat!
She tries again, rubbing her hand—
“What the hell?” I scream, shooting up to find the owner—obviously not a cat—of the hand that was just groping my ass. “Vaughn, you better hope I’m still dreaming and you’re not actually in my bed!” 
And this, friends, is why we don’t speak in our “others can hear me” voice until fully awake and coherent. Because I’m only now registering that I just told the handsome face currently battling back his smirk that I was dreaming he was in my bed. Son of a bitch.
“Lie back down, Snugglebutt, it’s too early.” He pats the spot beside him. 
“Vaughn! My bed.” I squint my eyes and tilt my head. “Why are you in it? And Snugglebutt? I just threw up a little.”
“Shhhh.” He winks then points to the ceiling. My room is dark, but enough morning light’s filtering its way through the window that I distinctly catch the glimmer of amusement in his eyes. This morning they’re a steely blue, like jeans that started dark and got washed a million times. 
I’m forced to break my stare when my ears finally communicate the racket above us to my brain. “Oh my God!” I gasp, eyes popped wide and jaw dropped. “You weren’t kidding.” I lie down on my back, hands folded over my stomach, and stare up. “It’s like, six in the morning!” I whisper shout.
“They love morning sex,” he explains, then turns his attention to me. “As do I.” He scoots flush against my side, a very large erection gouging into my hip as he buries his face in my hair.
“Yes, yes, yesssss!” my cousin—my book reading, cat loving, always blushes and wears her hair in a bun cousin—wails from above. I cringe in humiliation for her. It’s kickass she’s finally getting some, but I doubt the whole building cares to celebrate with them.
“Why aren’t you in her bed? You know, the empty one down the hall?” I shove his head away, but he only grins and rests his forehead back against my cheek. “I feel like I should warn you, I own a gun. And I’m an excellent shot.” 
“I know I don’t have to point it out to you, my lil’ shower spy,” he lifts his head and winks, “but I’m a guy. Empty bed of roommate’s woman,” he holds up his left hand, “or bed of smokin’ hot single Firecracker.” He then holds up his right, moving them up and down like weighing scales. “No dicker—climbing in with you every time.”
“Shawwww!” Amelia draws out her moan, rattling the damn ceiling, but I’m not distracted; amazing in itself. 
“No dicker?” I ask him.
“What, you think I’d say ‘no brainer’ when we both know that’s not what made the decision for me? Just being honest.” He shrugs and grins. “Definitely a no dicker. Now come ‘ere.” He slings an arm across my stomach and drags me to him. 
“Did you even hear the part about the gun?”
“Yup.” He skims his nose along my shoulder, then down my arm, inhaling. “Good for you, there’re a lot of crazies out there.”
“Out where? He’s in my bed,” I quip.
“Give it to me, Amelia, right fucking now,” a deep, male command resounds. Shaw, I assume, whom I met once via wave across the parking lot. 
“Hang on, you gotta hear this.” Vaughn laughs, glancing up.
“Oh, oh, Shaw,” Amelia pants, then…squeals the most annoying, skin-peeling sound ever made in the history of noise. 
“Holy shit!” My hand flies to cover my mouth. 
“Told ya, like a baby pig in brand new mud.” He roars in delighted entertainment, watching me, and I can’t help but join him. Not only are his bright, dancing eyes and the curve to his lush mouth contagious, but if you don’t laugh, you’ll go insane.
“That can’t possibly be real,” I manage through my laughter. “What the hell is he doing to her?”
His eyes shift into smoldering curiosity and his tongue glides along his bottom lip. “Haven’t you ever lost control like that?”
“God no. Nothing human sounds like that.” 
“What’s your noise, Paige Patterson?” he growls, stroking one foot up my calf as we lie on our sides, facing each other. 
“I don’t have one anywhere near that loud. I’d never fake anything just to boost a guy’s ego. He either gets the job done or he doesn’t.” I pop the shoulder I’m not resting on. “And even if he does accidentally stumble his way into giving me a mini-gasm, it would never constitute that.” I point up. “And there’s no way you’ve really made a woman get that loud. Admit it.” I quirk one eyebrow and simper, suddenly wanting very much to ruffle his feathers. 
“Paige,” he rumbles in warning, but his Adam’s apple bobs and nostrils flare, telling me I’m winning. 
“What? It’s no big deal. Oh sorry, I didn’t mean not big like that.” I cover my antagonistic giggle. “I meant, you don’t have to admit it. I was just razzin’ ya.”
“If you wanna see my dick, ask, like a big girl,” he dares right back.
Do I want to see it? Shit, who am I trying to snow? I’ve wondered length, width, and curve or no curve at least twenty times just this conversation alone. 
“I wanna see your dick,” I respond, blunt and unapologetic.
Without further ado, his face also stoic and intense, he throws back the blanket revealing the gray boxer briefs, his only clothing, and whips it out. Just like that. 
Well, the whole bark worse than his bite theory just died on the vine. Vaughn Stone is hung like a prize bull, and no curve. Sure, sure, I mean, why wouldn’t he be freakishly packing? I’ve suspected all along, and now have firsthand—well, first-eye, I haven’t touched it yet— confirmation that the “cock of the walk” confidence he exudes is completely and understandably warranted. 
But I don’t need him to know that. And I’ve already ogled the abnormally thick, intimidatingly lengthy member of this impromptu party too long, so…I do what I always do and make a snarky joke of deflection. 
I roll over and grab my phone, then quickly face him once more. “I want a picture of that beast!” I rib, acting like I’m really going to do it. 
“Ah, Firecracker.” He lunges for me and I flush in embarrassment at the squeal he conjures from me as an intriguing game of keep-away ensues. “You don’t need a picture, the real thing’s right here. You think you can handle it?” He wrestles the phone out of my hand, tossing it aside all while remaining on top of me. 
Every last inch of him covering me, my hands pinned up over my head, I groan, squeezing my eyes shut. I’d poked the beast and now that he’s calling my bluff, my cold feet are screaming at me. Something tells me games with Vaughn might test everything about myself, and some things I’ve yet to discover. It suddenly hits me—for the first time ever, I might actually lose.
“Just because you’ve got it, doesn’t mean you know how to use it,” I pant, turning my head to the side. 
“Paige,” he grazes the tip of his tongue up my now exposed neck in lazy torture, “I could make you come until you scream stupid without even using my dick. The ways I’d satisfy this tight fucking body of yours…” He licks the shell of my ear before gruffly whispering into it, “I would have you so wet, that cock that’s got your eyes bulging and heart racing would slide right in.”
Damn myself, I moan and shift under him, seeking contact. 
“You’re dripping for me right now. Admit it.” He uses my own taunt against me, grinding his erection in between my quivering thighs. 
Head still turned away and eyes closed, I nod and he thrums in approval. 
“That’s good.” He nips at my earlobe, neck, shoulder. “I’d like to do something about that for ya, but you’re gonna have to look at me first. Why so shy now, hmmm? That smart mouth all talk?”
He’s good, saying exactly what he should to ensnare me. In one swift move, I roll us, gaining the top position with a triumphant grin of my own. “How’s this for all talk?” It comes out more raspy than playful, but the sizable distraction wedged against my pussy is doing jumbling things to my badass facade.
“Very cute,” he says, gripping my waist. I yelp as he rolls us again, pinning me flat on my back, “but you don’t run this show, Hotshot. I’m glad to see you’re not a dud, though. That firecracker you light, hurry away, and nothing happens, then you’re unsure if you can creep back up to it or not. I knew the spark in you was real.” He traps both my wrists in his left hand and glides his right down my side, brushing the side of my breast and pushing up the bottom of my tank. “And I’m about to watch you explode.”
I knew I loved that nickname. 
“Sweet lil’ belly, babe.” His head dips to suck and kiss at my navel, flicking my belly button ring with his tongue. “Sexy, but I’m dying to see this.” He pulls down one side, then the other, back and forth, ‘til I’m without my shorts. 
“I don’t have any condoms,” I seethe, wishing my hands were free to slap myself.
“Not gonna fuck ya.” He tears his eyes, riveted on my pussy, away to meet mine and winks. “Yet.”
“Wh-what?”
With a quick, soft laugh, he lowers his head again, this time brushing his lips across mine. “Mmm hmm,” he hums, slipping his tongue into my mouth, warm and caressing, but equally rough and virile. 
I struggle against his lock on my wrists, wanting to touch him, but he just chuckles through our kiss, apparently finding sadistic pleasure in driving me mad. First it’s wild, an open mouth devouring, then leisurely, almost tender and…loving? 
No, as soon as the absurd thought crosses my hazy mind, he adds small bites, only to start over again. 
It’s a mouth fucking and it’s phenomenal.
When he finally breaks from my lips, both of us heaving breathlessly, an easy smile alights his face. “May not fuck you yet, but I am about to eat that pretty bare pussy of yours ‘til you come all over my face. You want that?”
“Yes,” I whisper, shocked what his graphic, but surprisingly not crude or offensive, words do to my resolve or whatever lame attempt at refusal I was even contemplating. 
“Get your shirt off,” he grumbles, releasing my hands, entranced with his own progression up the inside of my thighs, “now.”
I sit up and pull my tank free, then lie back down, breath rushing out in excited anticipation. I’ve never been the recipient of such lavishing—a blow to get him hard followed by quick, unfulfilling fucks and fast talking lies are all I’ve ever known. Even with Corey, who I at least felt comfortable with since he knew me better than most, wasn’t a fourth as built as Vaughn is, and he never made me laugh. 
“Fucking perfect tits, Firecracker.” His praise is a gritty rumble from deep in his chest as he cups them both, squeezing, rubbing, and finally taking one into his mouth. When he bites the nipple and I arch my back, he slips a finger inside me, drawing out my prolonged sigh of ecstasy. I flex my inner muscles around his digit and he withdraws from my breast, laughing lightly. “Your tight lil’ pussy sending me Morse code, babe?”
“Need—”
“What?” Oh, this man, grinning all cocky down at me, eyes aglow knowingly. “Wanna hear that sassy mouth say it.” He dips a finger inside me and drags it back and forth, pressing harder on my already strained, pulsing muscles. One teasing swipe against that spot and he winks. “Found it, didn’t I? You better say it, beautiful.”
“Vaughn,” I whine, ashamed but unable to resist. I want this man. In so many mysterious ways.
“I know my name, Paige.” He adds his thumb to my clit and licks his lips. “Now tell me what you want me to do to you, exactly. Talk real dirty. I like it.”
“I…I want you to—”
“Uh huh,” he prompts, pulling out his wet finger and sneaking it to—
“No! Not that!” I jerk, arms flying, squirming away, which he prevents with little effort. 
He gut laughs, head tossed back. “We’ll work up to it. Better be specific then, huh?”
“Eat my pussy, Vaughn,” I manage between gasps. “Please.”
“Fuck yeah,” he grunts, slithering down between my legs and spreading my thighs painfully wide. 
It all happens at once, an exquisite barrage of his mouth, tongue, and fingers that has me wriggling to flee, yet pressing harder against his face, hands fisting the sheets for leverage. White spots are black, my shrieks and moans sound miles away, and the unyielding vibrations of his growling tickle my pussy fantastically. 
Conversation be damned, this is what his mouth was made to do. I have no idea exactly how he’s managing, aware only that his fingers take special care of the g-spot I thought was mythical, his mouth and tongue suckling over both sides of my labia and simultaneously teasing my clit with glorious nips. He’s a vagina voodooist!
I come, hard, long, and loud, barely able to catch my breath before he’s at it again. No reprieve. Two fingers re-enter me, taking turns with his tongue driving in and out of my core, lapping up my pleasure. The deliriously filthy sounds echoing around the room. 
“No,” I beg, depleted. “No more! Please, enough!”
He ignores me, working even harder for my next release, his fingers finding my g-spot again and pressing in with no relent, one fingertip of his other hand lightly teasing at my ass, tongue licking deep in every crease as his teeth scrape against my clit. 
“I can’t!” I writhe as though seizing. “Not again, I can’t!” 
“Paige!” 
Um, not his voice shrieking! My eyes fly open at the same time as my bedroom door. 
“Are you okay?”
I groan in mortification, covering my red-hot face with my hands, a worried Amelia having busted in on us. But Vaughn? 
“Stop!” I squeeze my thighs against the sides of his head, since our audience has done nothing to cease his ministrations below. “Vaughn, stop!” I yell again, and he finally pops his head up.
“What?” he snaps, pulling my hands away from my face and following my humiliated gaze to the doorway where a shocked Amelia and amused Shaw stand frozen in place.
“See,” Shaw leans into her ear but fails to whisper, “I told you he wasn’t hurting her. The sounds of indulgence are pretty recognizable, Beauty.” He laughs and pats her ass. 
“But I heard you, Paige. You said ‘stop, no more, please,’” she blathers, confused. “Several times.”
“What?” I ask, slowly dying of embarrassment even though my cocky cohort seems unfazed, covering us with the blanket and moving up to lie beside me. “I am not that loud!” 
“You would’ve been.” Vaughn smacks a kiss on my cheek and pulls me closer with an arm around my shoulder. “I was just getting’ started. You really like it when I—”
“Shut it, Stone!” I cut him off with a hand slapped over his mouth, then look to Amelia. “He’s right.” I shrug, no shame left to be had. “But how you two can hear anything over each other, I can’t possibly fathom.” 
She blushes crimson and holds up her phone, a call from me running on the screen. “I take it you butt dialed me?” she mumbles, burying her face in the shaking chest of Shaw, who’s still snickering at my exposed expense. 
My phone. “Where’d you throw it?” I hiss at Vaughn, also now giggling like a girl.
He lifts the covers, moves around, “checks” under my ass, finally locating it down by our feet. “Found it!” he boasts, holding it up and mercifully pressing end on the call. 
“Can you please leave?” I ask them, then stare directly at Vaughn. “You too.”
There’s nothing but annoyance glaring back at me, but he stands, discreetly tucking his cock—stunning even when soft—back into his boxer briefs. “I assure you,” he speaks to our spectators, “I would never hurt Paige. Now, mosey along,” he does the shooing thing with his hands, “nothing more to see here. Which I can’t thank you enough for,” he grinds out with blatant, inconvenienced sarcasm. 
 
 



Chapter 6
“You seem…” Harlow digs around her mouth for the right word, “happy?”
What with my downright bubbly personality and insatiable hunger to “chat with a few girlfriends,” I toss out a small titter and shrug as I stow my bag under the counter. “What can I say? If my epicenter’s feeling good, it shoots out sunshine signals to the rest of me.”
Poor Harlow is baffled silent, obviously debating if I’m being a snarky bitch or truly have the driest sense of humor on the planet.
Little of both.
Can’t help it. Genetics or something. 
“So what’s new with you, blondie?” I ask, guilt propelling me to relieve the wrinkle in her brow.
“Well, um,” is all she gets out before I’m attacked…she’d probably call it a hug. There’s sobbing, blubbering, and lots of snot; it’s not pretty. 
Another fine example of why I never pledged Chi Kappa Crybaby. But seeing as how she’s likely to remain attached until I say something, I clear my throat and take a stab at it. “Harlow,” stiff pat on her shoulder, “is there someone I can hurt for you?”
“Wow, you’re worse at that than I’d have guessed.” The slick, baritone pester from behind me sends a dash of zest up my spine and I manage, amidst Harlow’s clinging limbs, to turn my head.
“I thought you were off for a few days?” I ask one simpering Vaughn Stone, obviously getting mass enjoyment over my newly acquired Siamese twin…or more likely, the agonized scowl I know I wear.
“Get her off me,” I mouth to him in pleading desperation, earning his deep, rumbling laugh, but he does move to help.
“Harlow?” he asks in a soothing voice, coming behind the counter and approaching us slowly, disengaging her tentacles from around me. “Let’s turn Paige here loose and let her get to work before she sinks those fangs of hers in. Whaddaya say?”
Freed, I take a few hurried, large steps back, sighing in relief. 
“She only likes it when certain people touch her,” he explains to Harlow, but lifts one side of his talented mouth and winks at me.
With concerted effort, I give him a dramatic gag and eye roll before starting to switch out the register drawers. “Harlow, you have to go cash out. And where the hell is Viv?” Honestly, I don’t know why I bother asking anymore.
“She called in. Date with Marcus,” Harlow peeks out with a sniffle and weak smile in Vaughn’s direction. Yeah, cause he’s the one with your mucus streaks on his shoulder. “Just you tonight. Will you be alright?”
“I don’t know,” I scoff. “She’s just so darn helpful when she is here, I’m not sure I can manage without her.” Probably not the best of ideas to admittedly call in for a date, versus sickness or death of a fictional family member…but I’m secretly glad to hear she’s giving McCreamy a chance.
I don’t miss the hard set in Vaughn’s jaw. “Not safe,” he practically grunts. “I’ll stay with you.”
Magic Mouth said what?
He can read my face or mind, ‘cause his unfairly enticing eyes alight with traces of smug victory and his shoulders bounce. “You heard me.”
“I’ll just, uh, go do my count.” Harlow excuses herself amidst the growing tension, snagging her drawer and sneaking off.
“I must not’ve heard you right,” I snip, one hand on my hip, drumming my fingers, “‘cause I damn sure don’t need a babysitter. What the hell are you doing here, anyway? You never answered me before. Surely you don’t like hanging out at the truck stop when you don’t have a haul?” 
He uses this time to exit our work area and round to stand in front of me at the counter. Also known as buying time to conjure up a reasonable excuse or snazzy remark.
No way am I giving it to him. “Oh, Vaughn,” I let the condescension ooze and taper the coy grin, “you do, don’t you? That’s so sad. Have you tried Match.com? How about Tinder? Those girls are younger, easier prey.” Now he gets a smile, and one so sweet my cheeks hurt. 
“Boy, you’re on one today.” He shakes his head. “You need me to suck on that sweet pussy real quick and set you right again?”
“I’ll pass. I need you to tell me what you’re doing here. ‘Cause it seems like you came to see me on one of your few nights off, rather than finding some hooch at a bar, watching a game on TV, or sleeping?”
He doesn’t say a word, only crosses his arms at his chest, one hand lifting to rub contemplatively along his jaw as he cocks his head to one side, narrowing those denim eyes at me. 
“Vaughn,” I sigh, diverting my gaze, “I don’t need or want anything serious, nothing like a relationship. Alright?” 
“Don’t remember asking for one, but nice ego you got there.”
Something—no, not the fact that his voice matches the tempting truth that he’s so damn gorgeous your kegels do themselves for you the minute he walks in—something else in this new, edgy tone of his tells me Vaughn’s always been the one to issue the “it’s not you, it’s me” speeches, and he does not like being on the receiving end. 
He’s hot, orally astounding, almost faster than me with the clever zingers, and seemingly a good guy—all the qualities I’d want in my next victim. But that’s exactly what he’d be, and not only am I out of energy for another round of the bloodbath that is me trying to actually date, but I’m pretty sure… Sigh. He doesn’t deserve such torture. 
“I came to grab a shower. Our hot water heater’s busted,” he gripes when I take too long to say anything. 
“Oh, okay then.” I duck my head, plotting how to get my own dumb, assuming foot out of my mouth as I fumble with the shower cards. Checking for a towel and finding none, I curse under my breath. “Here.” I hand him a number, which he rips away. “You can head on back. I’ll find a towel and hang it over the side.”
“Yup,” he clips out and stalks away.
Well that went swimmingly. In shark infested waters with a gaping, bleeding mess of a wound. Can’t a broody bitch get a break anymore?
“Harlow,” I stick my head in the back room, “can you listen for the front? I gotta go dig up some towels.” 
“Sure.” She nods, then huffs and lets out a distressed exhale. “Lost my place, gotta start over. Go, go!” I’m shooed, containing my snicker…she was on the pennies. Thank God she’s pretty. 
After changing out the loads and folding a few, I grab the pile of towels and head toward the shower stalls. I can hardly wait to go home to no hot water myself—the dread putting me off guard long enough for one strong, determined hand to shoot out around the corner and snare me by the arm. 
“Wh—” I start to shriek, stopped by two hands, now not dragging me but instead carrying me to stall twelve, one covering my mouth. 
“Don’t scare Harlow. She’s obviously fragile today,” he croons in humor against my ear before removing his hand from my mouth and running it down to rest on my hip as he sets me back on my feet. 
“Vaughn, I told you.” I emit a heavy sigh, attempting to shift and put some space between his massive, hard body and my own. It’s no use, since he’s using that same physique to pin me up against the tiled wall. “The other morning, whatever…it was great, but that’s it. I can’t—”
“Hey, Pistol,” he tilts my chin with one fingertip, “I agree. It was great, fanfuckingtastic. Which is why I want more. Of that, nothing else. And,” he leans in and kisses me quickly, “you better reign in that frown and doubt in your voice. You’re sounding all relationship-like.” He gives me a saucy “got ya” wink, and then it’s on.
Desperate hands and lips are all I feel as my clothes are yanked off in a blur and the hot water sluices over us. I cling to his soaked body, ready to climb and mount it, taking what we both want.
Instead, he grips my shoulders, pulls away, and steadies us both. His eyes hold mine, glittering in satisfaction, and my nerves tighten with impatience.
“Gonna make me beg or you changing your mind?” I joke, swiping my drenched hair out of my face.
His lips curl in sinister sex appeal. “Just wondering how you look on your knees.”
He doesn’t need to say more, I want to taste him as much as I want to fuck him. Maybe it’s about needing to hear him call out my name, see him lost in the gratification I can give. He’s not the only one with a talented mouth.
He may have set the bar high, but I do love some healthy competition.
I twist my hair back and push it off the side of my shoulder, then, with my eyes on his, lower myself down to the cold tile floor. God knows what I could catch on the grimy surface. An entire list of diseases should be flipping through my mind, but the only thing consuming my thoughts is that powerful cock inches from my lips.
I grab the base of his massive erection and wait for his command. I know he wants to give one and he doesn’t disappoint.
“Lick it.”
And I do, running my tongue up the smooth shaft then back down. My tongue tingles and my pussy clenches in awe when he orders, “Open for me.”
I obey, but this time I’m taking control. I dip my head down, sucking him in ‘til the crown of his dick thumps the back of my throat. Inhaling through my nose, I bask in his potent groan as I slide back up. Again and again I tease, his hands fisting in my hair, allowing me to lead.
The more pleasure I give, the more utter satisfaction I’m rewarded, surging through and filling me with something rare and euphoric. His erotic moans are even sexier than I’d fantasized—animalistic, throaty, and masculine. I pick up speed and wait for his release. His thighs tense beneath my grip, but he surprises me, jerking back and tugging me up. 
I’m twirled around, my front pressed against the shower wall as his hands stroke over my ass then slip down to my thighs, pushing apart my legs.
“You ready for me, Paige?” he husks in my ear, nipping at the back of my neck.
I nod, unable to form a lucid thought, let alone words.
“Say it,” he demands, voice coarse.
“Yes, fuck me, Vaughn. Please, fuck me!”
His fingers spread me open and I slam my eyes shut, waiting for him to work his cock inside, but instead he impales me fully with one powerful thrust, filling all of me exquisitely. Our bodies mold as one, made to fit effortlessly.
I shudder and cry out, frantic and needy for more, but he starts slow. Too slow. I push off from the wall and rest my slick back against his front. He presses me closer, his left hand slinking down to find my clit, gently coaxing it while the other hand grasps my chin and pivots my head back just enough to crash his mouth onto mine.
His easy pace quickens at the familiar voice making its way toward us.
“Paige? I said I’m leaving.”
Harlow! Shit, are we never allowed a moment of privacy? Although I’m at work and on the clock, so privacy’s probably an unrealistic expectation. That or we’re so hot together, everyone wants a peek.
“Faster,” I whimper, planting my palms flat against the smooth tile and tilting my ass up and back to him.
“Paige?” Harlow’s voice is closer now.
“I’m not fucking stopping till I’m done,” Vaughn murmurs low in my ear.
“Good,” I barely get out, “don’t.” 
I feel his smile in the kiss he presses to my shoulder. “You’re gonna want to hold on for this” is all I hear before the steady rhythm grows wild and crazed, him pounding into me at an unnatural and completely savage speed. I push back in tandem, rising up to my tiptoes, begging him to impossible depths. 
“I’m gonna…” My head falls on his shoulder as my body tightens, a tingle of impending bliss rolling up in my legs. I release in a blinding explosion just as he pulls out and backs away.
“Fuck, I knew it,” Vaughn says from somewhere behind me.
Catching my breath, I turn, my entire body flushed and boneless. “Knew what?”
He’s all beaming grin now, moistening his lips as his eyes rake down the length of me. “How incredible you’d feel.”
“Paige!” Harlow shouts, almost hysterical.
“Damn it!” I hiss, snatching up my shed clothing, now drenched from the floor. “Hang on!” I call out, hurrying into my soaked outfit, not caring if she figures out exactly what or who I was just doing. “I’m coming!”
Vaughn leans in, smile bright and whispers. “You already did, babe.”

Somehow we end up walking back out front with his arm around my waist, me tucked against his side. It’s not the worst place to be, that is until a nasally feminine whine interrupts my post-rendezvous fog.
“Oh, thank God, Vaughn, tell her,” screeches some try-hard hooch standing at the counter, pointing at Harlow, who’s near tears. “Tell her to give me some cash or I’ll have her fired!”
Unsure what I’m walking into, I peel away from Vaughn’s embrace and move behind the counter. It’s supposed to be me at the register right now, bearing the less than scary wrath of this white trash Wilma, so I nudge Harlow to stand behind me.
“Hi, I’m Paige, what’s the problem here?”
“Paige,” the bitch foams from the mouth in a “have another unfiltered Camel” tenor, “I’m Suzanne.” She draws it out haughtily, like I should recognize her…or give a damn. “Joe’s girlfriend. I want some petty cash. I need things.”
She absolutely does—a teeth whitening, full chemical peel, and a whole lot of sleep. Pretty much one big do over.
“Suzanne, how about you come back tomorrow, when Joe’s here,” Vaughn suggests, trying to reason with her.
She throws him a look, one I can’t decipher because it’s gone as quickly as it appeared. “No, I’m here now. You know I can’t sleep at night.” Her words are more insinuating than rude. “I just need a little.” She turns back to me, waiting with her hand out.
“All right. May I please see your gun?” I tug on a sardonic smile just for her, ignoring the laugh Vaughn coughs to cover and Harlow’s gasp behind me.
Suzanne’s brows pinch in a scowl and she props tight fists on her hips. “My what?”
“Gun. A device used to fire bullets, most often made from metal.” To help, I demonstrate a pistol with my thumb and finger and add a cutesy “bang bang.”
I watch as confusion morphs to anger across her aged face. The woman’s gotta be pushing forty, her attempts to hide it an epic failure. Her expression darkens to pissed off when the realization that I’m toying with her finally sets in. “What?” she shrieks.
Seriously, that’s all she’s got? Her stupid’s sucking all the fun out of this. Selfish.
“Your. Gun. ‘Cause unless you’re robbing the joint, you’re not getting a dime out of my drawer,” I sneer. “I don’t give a shit who you’re fucking.” I fold my arms over my chest, which is thumping fast with adrenaline, and wait for her comeback, which I’m sure will be uncanny.
“Wh-wha—” She’s seething, speechless, and turns to Vaughn. “Tell her, Vaughn!” She pouts, walking toward him and sliding one finger down his chest.
With that single move, my sneaking suspicion is confirmed; he’s fucked her. Which worries me, because if his dick rots off, I’ll miss it.
Vaughn’s eyes shoot to mine, a hint of shame unhidden in them. “Joe wouldn’t care if you hooked her up.”
Not fucking happening! 
“One,” I hold up a finger, “don’t ever say you—as in me—hooking up, and that,” I turn the finger to point to her, “in the same sentence again. Two, if she needs money, there’s a perfectly good parking lot out back. It’d be a shame to waste that outfit she thinks is working. Everybody wins!” I flash some jazz hands.
His slate eyes shine and the corner of his mouth gradually curves into a devilish grin. “Suzanne,” he says, stare on me never diverting, “not gonna happen. Call Joe or something, but you’ve got your answer.”
Her head snaps back my way, not hard enough to break her neck unfortunately, but so abruptly that the average spectator might be concerned. A malicious glare matches her pursed lips. “You’ll regret this.”
“Doubt it,” I reply, hearing Harlow slip away to the office.
“Walk me out, baby?” This she purrs at Vaughn, rubbing up the front of him as he inches away.
He doesn’t answer her, gaze still locked on mine. “I can stay, hang out.” He’s asking me, pupils flaring in search of a rescue. Also not fucking happening.
“Nope.” I pop my shoulders and up the wattage of my syrupy smile. “We’re good here. Have a super night, though! Harlow, you all cashed out?” I call toward the office.
The rapid deflation on his face would be comical if I didn’t, way deep down, feel a little sorry for him. But it was him that once told me some things stick… Have fun with that, buddy.
 
 



Chapter 7
“I think you’re supposed to separate the whites.” His ravenous greeting echoes in my ears, scorching through me as thick arms wrap around my waist from behind.
“I think your dick’s mad you know that.” I jest, standing in the tiny laundry room in the apartment’s basement. “Did you bake me a quiche too?”
Vaughn chuckles and spins me abruptly to face him. “Your smart mouth does fascinate me, but you can drop the act. I’ve felt your sweet pussy clamp down on my cock when you come, remember? You have no questions about my sexuality. And you don’t have to goad me into fucking you again, Paige. I’m more than open to an encore.” He winks and lifts me onto the dryer. 
“Yeah, well, I’m closed for chlamydia. I’d rather not catch what Suzanne’s serving.” I quirk a brow, daring him to deny it, all the while cursing the female half of my brain for speaking. 
“Jealous?” His grin splits wider, arrogant at the possibility. Saw that coming, thus the cursing myself.
I scoff. “No, more like disgusted.”
“Long time ago.” He pushes my thighs apart and pulls me forward to the edge, perfectly aligning my traitorous, eager center with the obvious bulge in his jeans. “Hit it once, I was covered, and yours is way better. Which is why…” 
Dammit. I should at least flinch when he drags my shirt off over my head to make my charade believable. 
“I’m gonna fuck it again, right now.”
“Ya think so, huh?” Heavy breathing exposes me as he reaches behind me and turns on the dryer, the vibrations barely stronger than I was already feeling.
“Oh, I know so.” He reaches up and pulls his own tight gray t-shirt over his head with one yank. “Want your tits out.” He nods to my bra and flicks open the button on his fly. “Off with it.”
My hands, obedient to his deep, feral commands as though I have no input, do as he says and my bra falls forward, the introduction of cool air piercing my nipples even harder. 
“These are better too,” he growls, molding both breasts into his rough hands. 
“Enough with the comparisons, I get it,” I rasp out, my head falling back. “Did you lock the door?”
“Nope,” he says without any concern, bending in to glide his hot mouth and tongue down my offered neck, hands kneading my breasts mercilessly. “Lift that ass.” 
I do and he’s quick to relieve me of the bottom half of my wardrobe. 
“Mmm hmm, dripping for me.” A low, pleased hum rises from his chest. His eyes take in my exposed, aroused state while he retrieves a condom and hands it to me. “Do your thing, babe.”
Too far gone to feign coy any longer, I grab a belt loop and pull him forward, then push his jeans and black boxer briefs down over his trim hips. Licking my lips, I focus all my attention on rolling the rubber over his ample, almost painful looking, erection. We groan together when he’s fully covered and I reach down to fondle his balls. 
Anxious, I fidget, curving a hand around his neck and pulling him in for a rowdy and somewhat sloppy kiss. He laughs into my mouth but gives back just how I need it. I tense, feeling him line up the head of his cock with my restless core. 
“Yes,” I breathe. 
I want it hard and fast, and he knows it, which is why instead I merely get the taunting tip as he leans back to look at me, then down, where we don’t quite join, and up again with a smirk. 
“You need something?” The provocative spur slides off his tongue.
My eyebrows fold in and I bite my bottom lip, not about to let him win, so I simply shrug. 
He laughs, not the sound you want to hear when a guy’s dick is flirting at your pussy, but on him it sounds…sexy, fun, enticing. “Answer me.”
“Fuck me before we get caught,” I snarl, scooting to take more of him in, but he stops me with a hand on the inside of my thigh. 
“Try again. I wanna hear it.”
If he wasn’t the hardest, hottest, most reciprocating lay I’ve ever had, I’d spit in his face…or threaten to put a bullet in him. But he’s so damn good and I’ll have time to chastise myself after I come multiple times. 
I crook my finger, inviting him closer, and whisper in his ear. “Do your thing, Vaughn. Fuck me real good, like I want it.” 
I cry out as he drives inside me with a feverish howl and bites down on my shoulder, hands shoving under my ass to grip tight, pushing and pulling me along his dick. “Love breaking you,” he heaves, “love fucking your tight little cunt, love hearing you beg for it. Stubborn ass, you’ll do anything for my dick, won’t you?”
Deeper, harder, faster. He sinks in and out of me manically, incensed, and I hold on tight, taking it all, feeling my orgasm start to build.
“Wider,” he grunts. “Spread those legs for me, baby.” 
I surrender fully, back arching, palms flat on the dryer, thighs as far apart as they’ll go. “Vaughn, rub it, wanna come.” My plea echoes off the ceiling, my face lifted its direction. “Touch it, please, fuck.”
His thumb finds my clit and I clench, then detonate around his rigid length plunging relentlessly into me. I try to make my way down from climax but he’s there, mouth encasing my entire breast, teeth grazing the nipple. His velvet timbre caresses over me. “One more, I’ll be there,” he moans.
“Take me with you then.” Barely out, I’m hoisted off the shaking dryer—a new exhilarating experience—and held in his arms as he powers up into me. It’s seriously hot, all that strength directed at my pleasure…I couldn’t stop the onslaught of tremors and release if I wanted to. “God, Vaughn, yes! Yes!” I wail, bouncing on his dick. 
“Ahh,” he drones, the reverberation traveling along my glistening skin. “You’re so fucking good.” He finds my mouth, attacking it as he gets his, twitching inside me. 

I somehow make it to the apartment, sex legs not quite back under me and laundry basket in tow, more than surprised to find Shaw knocking on our door. I thought he and Amelia were attached at the ugly parts, so he should know she isn’t here. 
“Hey!” I startle him.
He turns to face me. “Paige, hello there. How are you?” He’s so formal, the polar opposite of his roommate.
“Not bad. What’s up?” 
“Let me take that for you.” He moves for my laundry, but I retreat a step.
“It’s fine, really. Shaw, Amelia’s not home.” If he’s here to make a play behind her back, I’ll have a second pair of balls in my grip today…and his won’t get returned. 
“I’m aware. I came to ask your opinion on something. If you have a moment?”
A moment? No wonder my cousin’s smitten. Not only is this guy handsome, but he speaks with a suave intelligence I know she appreciates, since she’s a brainy chick herself. 
“Could we step inside?” he asks when I’ve stood awkwardly in the hall just long enough to be rude. 
“What do you want my opinion on? If it’s any part of your body, I’ll cut if off.”
His brows knit together at my harshness. “No need for dismemberment.” He holds up his hands and takes his own step back. “I’m as loyal to Amelia as I’m very pleased to see you are. I actually wanted your input on which engagement ring you think she’d like.” He pulls glossy photos from his pocket and offers them to me. 
“You knocked her up already?” I shriek, dropping the basket and snatching the pictures from him. “You’ve been together a whole five minutes.”
His subtle laugh is forced and he shakes his head. “While we are not expecting, I assure you nothing would make me happier.” 
“Me either!” And it’s officially a party, Vaughn chiming in as he strolls up behind me. “I’d make a great uncle. But chill, witchy woman.” He shoulder bumps me. “Shaw’s a good guy and he loves your cousin. Besides, Auntie might be a good look on you. One big, happy family.” 
It’s suddenly hard to swallow, my laundry room romp now seeming like a colossal mistake. “The white gold,” I say decidedly, ignoring Vaughn and his comment. “It’s her favorite.” I shove the ring pictures at Shaw and bend to grab my clothes. “I gotta go, see ya.”
I bobble with the door and shut it behind me quickly, turning the lock and sliding down to plop on my ass. 
What the hell have I done? I can’t keep screwing Vaughn. He’s Shaw’s best friend, roommate, and will be considered an uncle to his and Amelia’s future children. When our fling ends—badly of course, because that’s the only option in my cards—it’ll be awkward and uncomfortable for everyone. I’m the newbie, the trespasser in their “big, happy family,” and will no doubt end up the odd duck out, moving…again…alone. 
I can’t do this anymore. I don’t want to wander aimlessly without roots, security, or somewhere I belong. Vaughn and I have to stop whatever it is we’ve been doing…permanently. 
Which sucks, ‘cause it sure felt good while it lasted. 
 
 



Chapter 8
A night off… I thought about going out to a club, ‘til the thought of a meat market where I can’t take my eyes off my overpriced drink for one second sounded worse than Chinese water torture. Envisioning my dance moves, which fluctuate between having a seizure, fire ants attacking me, and plain non-existent, didn’t help sell it either. 
I attempted going to bed, at a decent hour for once, but working the night shift has reset my body clock. Sheep counting doesn’t do shit. Total failure.
Read a book? Lord knows Amelia’s got enough of those around. Except…nothing. I’m just not feeling it.
But I assure you, even pathetically left with no great ideas, I did
not
once consider dinner and movie night with Amelia and Shaw. Which is what I’m currently doing. Sort of. 
“Are you sure you won’t at least try it?” Amelia asks sweetly, for the fourth time, offering me a container of the Thai food they’re having. 
“I’m not hungry, but thanks,” I answer as chirpily as possible. “You want me to put the movie in? What’d you get?”
“No, we’re waiting for—” Amelia stops short as I start to rise, then flop right back down, pulling Lucy the security cat into my lap as Vaughn comes bursting through the door.
“There better be full frontal nudity in this motherfucker! I had to go to three different Redbox machines to find it,” he gripes, tossing the movie on the coffee table. 
I steal a peek—The Heat—a movie I’ve been dying to see. 
“Smells like ass in here too. Nobody eats that shit but ya’ll. Here, babe,” he hands me a brown bag, smile easy and genuine, “I’ll grab plates and forks.”
What? Who? I look to Amelia, my face a mess of confused wonder, to find her beaming at me. And then a new smell wafts up from the bag I’m holding, not the ass one with which I’m in absolute agreement with Vaughn. I’d know it anywhere—Chinese food. 
Amelia’s sneaky, proud grin now makes sense. Somebody’s been playing matchmaker, feeding Vaughn intel on my favorite food and top movie pick. 
And he’d run around to make it happen.
Shit, what else has she been telling him? 
While it’s above and beyond the nicest thing any man, or anyone,
for that matter, has ever done for me, I can’t let it cloud my decision—in the long run, everyone will be happiest, their harmony undisturbed, if I keep Vaughn off limits. 
I lean over, tugging her to my side, and whisper, “Anything else you want to share before it’s sprung on me?”
She shrugs, unable to hide the grin begging to appear. “You never know what to expect from Vaughn. I figured that out pretty quick.”
“Seriously?” I mouth my protest, narrowing my eyes. “I hate you!” I add silently.
Amelia giggles. “Liar, you love me,” she says, not bothering to lower her voice and gaining us the curious stares of both Shaw and Vaughn.
“What’s not to love?” Vaughn chimes in, throwing Amelia a charming wink. “Shaw’s got himself a good girl.”
I snort. “What do you know about good girls?”
“You really want to know?” he fires back, eyes already dancing at the prospect of another round of Vaughn vs. Paige wit-war.
“As if I care.” I may lose if that’s all I’ve got.
“Come on, you really gonna play that card?” he pops off.
We battle in our own private staring competition until Shaw walks over, busting through the line of vision and holds out his hand to guide Amelia up. My attention’s caught, watching the interaction. No words are needed between them, their connection so tangible goosebumps cover my arms in the wake of her standing. I’m suddenly entranced. Seeing my cousin blissfully happy, reeking of it in every move she makes, following him to the recliner where he sits and pats his leg for her to join him, makes me want to sigh. 
They’re totally, undeniably in love. Within moments, they’re cuddled on the chair and snuggled close while she feeds him a forkful of Thai food. It’s sickeningly sweet, like that fourth fruity drink that’s no longer as tangy as it is syrupy, yet I can’t help the smile that escapes.
“Admit it, who’s your hero?” Vaughn asks cheekily, flinging himself down beside me in Amelia’s now open spot on the couch, shooing Lucy off my lap, and handing me a plate. “Dig in, babe, I’m starving,” he leans over and to my complete shock, kisses my cheek, moving his mouth to my ear where he gravelly whispers, “for another taste of you.”
“I’m already full.” My smile is weak and contrived, the truth brimming at the surface. “You go ahead, though.” I hand him back the bag of food, inching away, then lean forward to set the plate on the table. “In fact, I’m actually really tired. I was just headed to bed.”
I leap up, ready to say goodnight and rush from the room to the haven of my own, when Shaw’s skeptical gaze meets mine. His head tilts the slightest bit, one eyebrow raising—shit, he really is a smart guy, missing nothing. 
It dawns on me; I’d said I wasn’t hungry, then I was full, couldn’t fall asleep, now ready for bed. I’m a cowardly, contradictive liar and he knows it. 
“I’ll tuck you in.” Vaughn stands, wrapping an arm around my waist. “You feel okay, right? Not sick or anything?”
“No.” I shake my head, eyes cast to the floor. “Just beat. You stay, eat. I’ll talk to you later.”
“Paige, I’ll—”
“Vaughn,” Shaw interrupts mercifully, “I need to talk to you for a minute. She’ll be fine.” He kisses Amelia’s hand, lifting her up as he rises then setting her back on the chair alone. His head jerks toward the kitchen for Vaughn to follow him. “It’s important.”
Vaughn sighs, reaching out like he’s about to pull me in for an embrace, confusion suddenly crossing his expression. His arms drop. “Right,” he murmurs to himself then steps forward and presses a kiss to the top of my head. I don’t stop him, instead reveling in the tender act. “You know where to find me.”

It’s over an hour later when I hear him attempt to open the bedroom door, rattling the knob, since of course I’m still lying here wide awake. I’m surprised he’s even trying. I figured Shaw filled him in on my bullshit lying, which he should, since he’s his friend…but it seems not. 
Or maybe Vaughn’s libido has him denying what’s really going on. Not that I fault him. The temptation of him right outside my door coupled with the carnal knowledge of how we go from solely ordinary to joined extraordinary is almost unbearable.
“Paige,” he whispers, tugging at the heart I didn’t know still worked, but I don’t respond.
It’s better this way—a clean break.
“Come on, Firecracker. Can’t we at least talk? What’s wrong with being friends?”
Friends? We both know that’s no longer an option. Sucks, really, ‘cause we’d have made damn fine ones. He gets me, the real me. No thrills needed to hold an actual conversation. I want to tell him that. Right now. But I know if I unlock the door it won’t just be my room I let him into. It will be granting him access to a deeper place, one that won’t lead anywhere good. A place of hope and expectations…that always ends up in “when will you fucking learn” flames. 
No, for the sake of everyone, all I can hope for is cordial amnesia. Or a winning lottery ticket so I can quietly exit their lives.
He fiddles with the knob and says my name once more. “You win, Paige.” His voice is riddled with irritation and I listen as his heavy footsteps walk away.
I toss and turn, staving off the memories of his sweaty body sliding against mine, explicit grumbles making demands in my ear as he enters me, the ridge of his head bumping over every spot I love, and beg sleep to rescue me.
But the Sandman’s MIA, depraved bastard, and I’m unable to shake the lucid visions in my head, or resist, and right when my creeping fingers hit my panty line, I hear it. Along with the rest of the building. 
“Crazy Bitch” by Buckcherry starts blaring from above, sending a very clear message. 
Shaw told him what he couldn’t see himself.
And he’s not happy about it. 
 
 



Chapter 9
He’s itching for a fight the minute he walks in Thursday night. 
I’m certain Vaughn Stone’s not used to being told no, and I’ve been avoiding him like the plague for three long days—not an easy feat when he lives upstairs. 
Worst part? My heartbeat takes off like the thoroughbred closest to the starter pistol as he stalks up to the counter, the defiant provocation oozing from his every pore locked in an absurd battle with my vow of resistance. 
“Paige,” he snips, tense jawline twitching once. “Saw Joe at the bar. He was bitching that Viv called in sick again, which I knew meant you were here by yourself tonight. Am I right?” He glances around facetiously, then props his arms on the counter and waits. 
I arch my brows, silently demanding a non-rhetorical question before I answer. 
“Not safe, Paige. Pisses me off.”
Or a bullshit statement like that.
“Is that right? Well, lucky for us both then that I’m a big girl and not your problem. As is Viv, who’s finally pursuing something with Marcus, so don’t rant to Joe and blow it for her!”
“I didn’t say you were a problem. Not that you aren’t, a pain in my fucking ass if truth be told, yet here I am, pissed off for more reasons than one.” Unblinking, his bold stare burns into mine, begging me to give in, reach out…but I stand firm in my attempt at detachment. 
“I’m leaving on a haul tomorrow. You wanna ice me out, fine, but don’t work alone at night while I’m gone just to prove a point. It’s unsafe and stupid.” 
I watch in confusion as he strolls over to one of the tables, pulls out a chair, and sits down! What the hell? I don’t know sign language, except “fuck you,” of course, so I’m forced to break my pledge of “see some sexy, hear some sexy, speak none back.”
“Comfy?” I ask sweetly.
“No, these chairs are hard as hell.”
“Then maybe get up? How do you drive for so long if you’re such a wuss anyway?” Shit, there he goes drawing me in to salty banter—my favorite—without even trying. He’s just such an admirable opponent, damn him. 
He lets his head fall back and brushes a hand through the thick raven locks with an antagonistic laugh. “You wouldn’t last a day on the road, Paige. Your ass goes numb, your back aches, your eyes sting. You’ve almost mastered that badass thing you’ve got going, but not enough to fool me. You’re a chick. That I know firsthand.” He winks. “You’d bellyache the whole time…like a chick.”
A hangnail is a pain in the ass. You pick at it little by little, knowing it’s gonna hurt like hell when you yank it out, but you do it anyway, unable to resist. He’s goading me. A bird of my feather, he knows I won’t be able to give him this and will cave to the unspoken challenge. Damn all that is Vaughn Stone yet again!
“Weak, Vaughn. I’m disappointed; surely you can do better than that.” And where the hell are the customers? Any distraction would be welcome at this point.
“Better than what? I’m dead serious. You’d be miserable inside a day. Don’t get bent, any girl would be.”
I reach in to his beloved jar of jawbreakers and aim, spiking one off his head. 
“Ow! Fuck!” He rubs where I’m hoping a knot is already forming and glowers at me. “What the hell was that for?”
“For being a chauvinistic prick! And why are you still here?”
“‘Cause I’m a goddamn glutton. I just love that evil tongue of yours. Being treated like shit gets me hot!” he yells, throwing the jawbreaker back at me, but miles off, on purpose. Wuss. 
“You missed.” I bark out a laugh, clinging to my shield of indifference.
“Paige, you keep stoking the fire and it’s gonna blow, baby.” The warning’s delivered in an untamed growl followed by one slow sweep of his tongue across his lips. He leans back in the chair, tipping it to the two back legs, and shoves his hands deep in his jeans pockets. “Think that’s exactly what you want, though, just like I’m right about you being afraid of a lil’ road trip.” 
A stiff ass and a break from this boring job is a small sacrifice to wipe the patronizing grin off his face. He threw out the bait and I bit, knowingly, a country mile of stubbornness in me I can’t conquer. “Suck on it, Stone, I’m in.” I puff out my chest and tip my chin. 
The chair squeaks along the floor as he stands, advancing on me in a blink. “I’m starting to think all this mouthing is your foreplay. I bet if I shoved a hand in your panties right now and stroked that snug little pussy, it’d be soaking wet for me.”
“Wait.” I stall, holding out my hands to stop him from coming to my side of the counter, the only thing keeping me from letting him find out if he’s right. “You, uh, we can’t. I didn’t want to say anything before, but…it’s Harlow. She has a thing for you and I’m trying to be nice about it.”
His mouth curls up wickedly, but he at least stops, rubbing one hand over his jaw while calculating eyes bore into mine. “You’re so full of shit. I’m from here, Paige. A local, remember? Harlow McWright’s been pining for Oakley Abrams since the day he left town. Try again.” He resumes his approach, his slow, methodical steps toward me predatory and undeniably tempting. 
“I’m seeing someone?” I probably should’ve stated that, rather than asked him in a breathy plea. 
He laughs and tilts his head to the side, a few black strands brushing his forehead. “Yeah you are, me. Tomorrow at noon. My door. We’ll head out. I’ll take care of Joe. Pack light, or nothing. Naked works for me, Firecracker.” He winks. 
“It’s freezing outside! Don’t hold your breath on the naked part!” 
He’s already out the door.

How he actually got me here, I’m not sure, but I’m sitting in Vaughn’s rig, coasting down the highway, feet propped up on the dash, feeling surprisingly chill. “You ever watch Friends?” I ask around the jawbreaker in my cheek. Yes, I stole one from his stash during the good thirty minutes I spent snooping through his shit.
“Yeah, why?” he replies, focus forward.
“You remind me of Chandler.”
“Which one was that?” He throws me a sidelong glance, catching me shaking my head in disapproval.
“You serious right now? Everyone knows Chandler. Joey’s roommate. He ends up with Monica, the clean freak. Ring any bells?”
“The one dick in his ass away from being gay guy?” His tone is stunned.
“That’s the one.” I tap my nose.
“And why the hell do I remind you of him?” he grumbles and I barely snare in my laugh. “Why don’t we ask your pussy if I’m gay?” 
I ignore that comment and continue on. “Easy. You’re the funny one, with a snappy comeback for anything and everything. But inside,” I pause for dramatic effect, “it’s obvious that you’re just a giant ball of sensitivity.”
His jaw gapes as he turns to look at me. 
“Eyes on the road!” I slap his arm, watching my life flash before me. “Jesus! Isn’t there like a test or a manual or some shit you have to peruse before they let you drive one of these? ‘Cause I’m thinking eyes on the road should be number fucking one!”
“Sorry, got distracted by the amount of bullshit you’re spewing! You do realize you just described yourself to a tee, right?”
Fed up, I reach for the panel of knobs and buttons, searching out the radio. “How the hell do you turn on some music in this thing?”
Pompous smirk beaming, he uses one finger to push the button. “You press on. It’s in the manual.”
We’ve been in the cab of this semi for less than three hours and have spent every second trading barbs. The score is me twenty-three, him an impressive nineteen, but that’s top secret information. 
“Pick. A. Song. Paige,” he snarls, apparently willing to settle for any trash rather than channel surfing for a musical genius. “Or better yet, turn it off. Finish your captivating story about how you pulled a gun on your ex.”
Oh yeah, I’m bored as fuck, so I may have divulged that little tidbit. 
“Only if you tell me about all the chicks you took on ride-alongs. Did they get to find a good song?” I push the off button with a flourish.
“No.”
“So you were cranky and tone deaf with them too?” I keep poking the beast, his attention trained on the snowy road ahead of us.
“No, I wasn’t anything with anyone because you’re the first woman who’s ever ridden with me.”
“But you said—ahh!” I gasp in semi-impressed comprehension. “You made them up? I knew you were egging me on, but this level of deception!” I tsk. “I’ll pray for your soul.”
He shoots me a sidelong crooked grin. “Way too late for that, I’m afraid.” He chuckles. “But good lookin’ out. And it worked. Now finish the ‘Janie’s got a Gun’ story.”
Diverting topics, I mumble, “That song sucked.”
He grabs his chest in overdramatized disgust. “You can’t pray for my soul since you’re the devil! Aerosmith? Suck? I oughta kick your ass outta my truck.” 
“Just that song. Calm down, fangirl.”
He snorts. “Nice, twenty-four you. Now finish the fucking story already, you pulled the gun...”
“Hate to piss on your parade, but that was the end of the story. I didn’t shoot him, he ran. End of story. What else would’ve happened?” I relax against my seat, back aching. Not that I’ll let him know it.
“Who’s got their ears on? Juicy Lucy here, come back.” A rough but still feminine voice on the CB fills the cab and I double over in snorting laughter. 
“Oh my God.” I fight for air. “Did she say Juicy Lucy?”
“Yep.” He pops the reply off his tongue with a tiny snort of his own. “I hope somebody answers her so you can hear. She’s a trip, on all the time.”
Before he can protest, I grab the talking thingy and press the button. “Hey Lucy, you got Throbbin’ Robin. Come on.”
Out of the corner of my eye, I see Vaughn smile wide, shaking his head in amused disbelief. If I’m capable of giddy, then that’s what I am, salivating for her to play with me. 
“Coming in clear, Robin, nice to meet ya. Got bit by a Mama Bear, bad day. How’s yours? Over.” 
I look at Vaughn, who’s already snickering. “I have no idea what she just said.”
“Means she got a speeding ticket from a female cop. Shit,” he mutters. 
“I’m sure she’ll get over it.” I laugh easily. “Or is it trucker code, ‘one of us gets a ticket, we all feel it?’”
“Road’s closed ahead,” he says suddenly, and I follow the direction of his finger to flashing signs on both sides of the highway up ahead. 
“So what now, we turn around?”
“Paige, honey,” he rubs a hand over his grin, “you can’t just turn a semi around. I’ll have to take a different route is all, no worries. I need the CB a minute, though.” He reaches out his hand. 
I listen, eyes glued to the road, as Vaughn talks with other drivers, a series of numbers and trucker lingo rerouting us to a side road that’s not closed. When Vaughn signs off and breathes a huge sigh of relief, I join him. 
“Hope you were done talking to Lucy,” he jokes, hollow and unfeeling, what I know is an attempt to soothe me, and blindly he seeks out my hand with his own. “We’re good to go, babe.” 
When he squeezes, I give one back. 

“You want me to drive?” It’s a ridiculous offer, but we need some levity in this cab as soon as possible. The alternate route is narrow, winding, and steep. Vaughn’s knuckles on the wheel blanched out an hour ago. It’s been a pretty easy winter so far, but the past few hours the snow’s been coming down fast and the road is already in need of a good plow.
His laugh is nervous. “I got it, but entertain me. Tell me something.”
“Like what?”
“Anything. Do the rambling girl thing. All your secrets.”
“You make that sound so easy,” I reply. “Where is everyone anyway? This road is dead.” I ask, sitting up taller to look out the fogging window. There’s nothing but a blanket of snow covering fields? Forests? I can’t tell through the downpour of white. I do know we haven’t passed a house or any other vehicles in too long for my liking.
“Not a lot of us use this detour unless we absolutely have to, which we do. It’s the faster way to get my load delivered anyway, so just sit back and don’t change the subject again.” He throws me a quick smile, all sweet and alluring.
“Fine, you want to chat? How many times have you had CB sex?”
“CB sex?” he parrots me with a small snicker, though I’m positive he knows exactly what I mean.
“Yeah, like phone sex.” 
“Honestly?” he asks, leery.
Shit, do I want to know this? I nod, surer than I feel. “No lying to me,” I tease.
“Promise not to judge me?”
I reach over and playfully nudge his arm. “Come on, spit it out! How many times and…” My hands fly up and cover my mouth. “Oh my God, have you ever with Juicy Lucy?” I’m appalled and intrigued at the same time, waiting for his answer.
He’s grinning to himself when he turns his head my way and says, “Never.”
“Shut up!” I drawl. “I don’t believe that for a second!”
He’s all laughter now. “Is that what you’d be doing if you drove a truck? Having CB sex?”
“I don’t know.” I shrug my shoulder and sit back. “Depends. You know any Dirty Dans?” I can’t even force myself to sound ashamed. The thought of me and him, Vaughn, not some imaginary Dan, over the CB, like at work…I’m well aware of the fun that could be had.
“Well, you have my handle, so if the mood strikes—fuck!”
His posture stiffens, his grip on the wheel impossibly tight. “Paige, trailer’s sliding. You buckled?”
“Yeah, but—” I tense, beginning to feel us lose traction.
“Hold on, baby, there’s a bar above your head. Lock your legs against the floor if you can and duck your head. Now!”
My eyes go wide, holding tight and burying my head in my lap as the entire truck begins swinging back and forth like the tail of a caught fish. I hear Vaughn’s cussing and grunting, peeking up to see him fighting to maintain control.
“Shit! Paige!”
All too quickly there’s a lightweight, floating, disoriented fog as we tip. Then noises—glass breaking, Vaughn screaming my name. I feel him grabbing my hand, my shirt. I hear yelling, then there’s a hard smack, the worst pain I’ve ever felt shooting through my head. Right before it all fades to black, I swallow blood. It tastes like warm metal. 
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