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Chapter
1


Vivian



 


 

It was still relatively cold this time of
the year in New York. Heading to Miami wouldn’t help much. It was liable to be
cold there too. With the shifting of the seasons, spring break was stacking up
to be miserable. Not that I was in the mood to enjoy anything more than a good
book and my pjs, but my roommate wasn't going to let
me back out of our trip. She was far too excited to let anything dent her mood.



"I really don't think this is the
best idea, Casey. Maybe we could call the airlines back and see if they're
willing to move the flight just once more." I ran my fingers through my
long crimson hair and dropped down on my small bed in our dorm room. "Just
think about it. We could stay here and go to all of our favorite places. You
know you love Central Park this time of the year."


"No, Viv. This is going to be great.
You've been moping around this place since the beginning of February. We're
getting the hell out of here for a little while. It will do you some good. It
will do me some good. I'm tired of this frigid-ass weather. I need to see the
beach and pretend like one day I'll get out of here." She moved to stand
in front of me and touched my shoulder gingerly as I shifted my gaze toward the
floor. "Hey, it's going to get better."


My eyes filled with tears, though I
honestly didn't figure I had many more left in me. I'd known Jackson my whole
life, and dated him most of it. I couldn't see myself beside anyone in life but
him, and yet he felt differently. Not having the balls to tell me that he was
sleeping with half the student body at NYU, I happened to find out the hard way
– by accidentally witnessing him in action.


"Right." I pulled from her and
got up, walking to the short window that sat at the far end of our dorm room.
"I just wish it would hurry up."


"It's only been a month." Casey
wrapped me in a hug from behind and I sunk down into it. My spunky roommate had
been my best friend since kindergarten; her commitment to living life with me
being one of the only things that was sure to help me through the break-up with
Jackson. 


"I know, but this was supposed to be
our trip, Case. We'd been dating for ten years on Valentine’s. That was the
reason for the trip, remember?" I pressed my hands to my face and took a
shaky breath. "I just don't know if I want to go hang out in Miami for a
week, even with you. I'll do nothing but drag you down and be a complete
killjoy. The last thing I want to do is have you upset with me because I can't
be anything but depressed right now. I'm trying to pull myself out of it, but I
just can't seem to. You're going to be disappointed and the trip's going to
suck because of me."


"That's not true. Not one damn word
you just uttered is true." She moved back and tugged on my hair. "Get
packed up. We got the tickets from Valentine’s moved to now, and we're going.
You're going to meet some fantastic hottie and have
loads of great, unattached sex." 


She gasped dramatically as I turned to pin
her with a 'get real' stare. "Me?"


"Yes. You. Just think – it will
almost feel like you're a normal college girl. Having fun and living in the
moment. What? What will the media think?" She wagged her eyebrows as I
wiped the last of my tears away. 


"You're dumb." And she was, but
she was right. I needed to figure out how to start living a little. My life had
revolved around Jackson and my grades for so long that having fun didn't seem
attainable.


"Right, and you're dumber. Get that cute,
little, black string bikini that you hate. It looks killer on you." She
nodded to my bed. "Grab your pillow, too. You know how much you hate
sleeping on anything but Hilda."


"It's too cold to wear a bikini. I'm
going to need a full length coat and sweats just to be able to walk
outside." I moved toward the bed and picked up my pillow, which we'd
lovingly named Hilda years ago. I was on Hilda number six by then, but our
traditions stuck – even the odd ones. 


"Florida is vastly different than New
York, Viv. Check the weather on your phone, and while you're at it, check the
flight times, too. I want to run by the store on the way to the airport. I need
some gum and want to grab a couple of beach towels before we go."


"The hotel doesn't give them to
you?" I picked up my phone, forever minding my bossy-ass friend. She was
president of every club she could get her hands on, energetic and an extrovert
to the nth degree. I wasn't her polar opposite, but pretty damn close. 


"No clue, but I don't want to chance
it, and the gum is for your ears. You know they pop like crazy on takeoff."
She picked up a nightie from her open suitcase on her bed and wagged her
eyebrows again. "Whatcha think? Hot enough to
catch some guys attention?"


Her blonde pixie cut and vibrant blue eyes
drew everyone in quickly, and even after all the years of us being close, I was
no different. She had a warmth to her that made you want to get close enough to
warm your hands by her fire. 


"It's rather naughty. You sure you
want to take that with us? You're going to be mighty disappointed when I don't
ask you to put it on." I gave her a silly look, which melted into a smile.
She wouldn't wear the nightie even if there were a good-looking guy she wanted
to impress. She was too self-conscious about her curves, though I didn't think
she had any reason to be.


"Now who's being dumb?" She
chuckled and tossed it back into her bag. "I'm going to find us some
handsome boys to have a little bit of fun with."


"Right. You do that." I finished
packing a few t-shirts and shoved the last of my jeans in before sitting on the
top and motioning for her to come help me close the thing. 


"Why am I suddenly concerned that you
didn't bring anything dressy or skimpy?" Casey bent down and zipped up my
suitcase as I wobbled on top of it. 


"Because I didn't. The weather says
that Miami is in the low seventies right now. That sounds warm, but we're right
on the beach in Miami. It's going to be cold. You're going to freeze your ass
off, and when you do, don't say I didn't tell you so." I shrugged and slid
off the side of the suitcase. "Let's get going. The flight is in three
hours. That gives us just enough time to grab the stuff you want and get
there."


"Killjoy. Already." Casey popped
the side of my leg and picked up her bag. "You're going to meet someone
sexy that sweeps you off your feet. Mark my words. Karma's a bitch, and Jackson
will get his, but you'll get yours too."


"I believe you." I slung my
satchel strap over my shoulder and brushed my sweater and jeans to smooth them
out. "I'm going to meet lots of sexy men that are going to leave me
panting."


She smiled brightly before heading to the
door. "There's my girl. I know there's an optimist deep inside of you. Are
you thinking we'll meet them at the hotel or the beach, or maybe a bar?"


I walked out of our dorm room and turned
to close the door as a smirk lifted my lips. "I'm going to find them in a
book. Lots of books. Safe sex without the herpes."


"Oh Lord." Casey rolled her
eyes, shook her head and moved down the hall, starting her murmuring as she
always did when I acted up. 


I chuckled and ignored the pang of regret I
felt over letting her talk me into the trip. I wasn't ready to move on from
Jackson, and not that the trip would force me to, but it was a first step
toward taking back my life as a single person. 


Too bad I would trade anything to make
things go back to the way they were. It wasn't possible, though. Trust meant
everything to me, and nothing to him. 


As
long as I don't have to see him for the rest of my life, I'll be good.


*****


Casey drove us to the nearest shopping
center and waited ten minutes for someone to pull out of one of the front
parking spots. I bit my tongue, but wanted to berate her for sitting there for
so damn long when we could have already gone in and been back out. 


"Are your legs hurting?" I asked
as we got out of the car. 


She smoothed down her short blonde hair
and gave me a cheeky grin. "Not yet, but they will be next Saturday. Open
24-7."


I shook my head as we walked into the
store. "You're corrupt."


"You love it. I'm your fixer-upper
project." She elbowed me. 


I started to respond, but noticed the way
her face fell as she glanced just beyond me to someone else. Her voice was curt
as she stopped me from turning, her fingers biting as she pulled at my arms. 


"Hey. Let's just go this way."


I had no doubt who was behind me. My luck
never held up for too terribly long. There was a moment where I contemplated
following her advice, as I did most days of my life, but I couldn't seem to
shake the need to turn around. 


"I'm good. Really." I turned and
met eyes with him, the boy I'd given my heart to, my virginity, my future. 


He waved once as he moved up in the
checkout line he was in and reached for a busty blonde, pulling her against him
and laughing at something she'd said. His jeans fit him beautifully, his broad
shoulders almost stretching the thick t-shirt he wore. To say he looked good
would be a vast understatement. Jackson was the all-American boy with dark
brown hair, warm brown eyes, and a way about him that made almost anyone melt –
especially me. 


Turning on my heel, I walked down the
nearest aisle as languidly as I could. Why of all the people in the whole world
to run into, did I have to run into him? He should have been gone on his own
spring break trip. In all the years we'd been together, I'd never known Jackson
to not have a huge trip planned for mid-March. What was he doing still in New
York?


Casey was speaking rapidly under her
breath, but all I could hear was the rushing of my own blood by my ears as my
body lit on fire and anger burned up the center of my chest. 


How
could he be with someone already? 


He was with someone when we were together,
so him being with someone now that we're not shouldn't
have been that surprising.


"Vivian. He's not worth it."
Casey moved in front of me, and I hadn't realized that I'd stopped in the
middle of the paper goods aisle and bent over, my hands pressing to my knees.
Air was hard to find and the agony that pumped through my chest was unable to
be ignored. 


"No?" I whispered and sucked in
a shaky breath. "Why does it hurt so fucking bad still?"


She ran her hand over my back rhythmically
as she bent down to put her face beside mine. "Because losing someone that
you plan to spend forever with is like a small death." 


The sound of his voice behind us caused my
blood to run cold. "Viv. You alright?"


I stood and brushed my hands down the side
of my hair before turning and crossing my arms over my chest. "Sorry? Did
you say something?"


His expression was almost caring, kind,
loving. He watched me like he actually wanted to know how I was, as if he cared
at all. "I just wanted to check on you. I saw you run for the aisle and–”


"Running? I didn't run." I moved
toward him as my nervous system shot into overdrive. It was all gone. All the
nights of having him make love to me then wrap his big strong body around me.
All the promises, the dreams, the future. Gone. 


"You did, but it's whatever. You're
good?" His eyes moved down the length of me. "You look good. Really
good."


"Fuck you." I couldn't pull the
words back as they left my lips. I didn't want him to know that I was still
swimming around in self-pity, that I was crushed by his decision to cheat on me
over and over again. He had no right to stand there and look at me as if I was
the woman he wanted in his life. He'd chosen everyone over me. He could sit on
it and rotate. 


He lifted his hands into the air and took
a step back. "Whoa there. Okay. Sorry. Just wanted to–”


"Well don't. Go trip over something
and bust your teeth, you jackal." Casey's words were biting and filled
with venom. She moved around me to stand between us, her shoulders stiff and
body posed aggressively toward Jackson. "She's not upset about you.
Something happened back home. Go away, Jackson. It's none of your concern
anymore."


He ignored my best friend and tilted his
head to the side, reminding me of so much more than I was capable of handling
in that moment. "Your momma okay? Everyone at home?"


I turned and walked down the aisle toward
the back of the store to the bathroom, leaving Casey to rip into the man that
was supposed to be my best friend forever. Now there was nothing left but small
pieces of my dreams to pick up. It wasn't just the loss of my tomorrows that
hurt so damn bad, but more so the questioning of my worth. If Jackson was
willing to sleep with another woman, then surely I played some part in making
that happen. I wasn't good enough or pretty enough or wild enough in bed. 


It couldn't have just been him, and if it
wasn't just him, then it was me too. 


If he knew every part of me and didn't
want anything to do with me anymore, why would anyone else? 


I picked up my walk to a jog, and then a
run. I could pretend that I was fine, but I wasn't. Miami was a horrible idea,
and regardless of what Casey wanted...I wasn't going.

















 

Chapter 2


Easton



 


 

"Yes, Jon. I know the place. I've
been there twice before." I ran my hand through my short, dark hair and
pulled a second pair of black slacks from a hanger in my closet. "No, I'm
not interested in having my room near Kevin's. You know how I feel about the
guy."


My boss was far more involved in
relationship building among our teams than I felt he should be. He was a
touchy-feely sort of guy, and though I liked him, I wasn't interested in
becoming better friends with my co-worker, Kevin, or anyone else at the
company. I loved the place simply because of the travel involved and the
prestige I received for being a resort critic. 


"You sure, Easton? I know you and Kev
have had a few run-ins in the past, but he's a great food critic. I'd almost
dare to say that he's the crème-de-la-crème with food as you are with
resorts." Jon let out a hearty laugh. 


"You don't know him that well,
then." I scoffed and walked back to my large, four-post bed, dropping the
slacks on the mattress and checking the time. "I need to jet. Flight's
leaving in a couple of hours and I'm not done packing just yet."


"Alright buddy, well, keep me in the
loop, and don't go easy on these bastards. They're the biggest resort in Miami.
Make sure everything is up to par as most people believe it is."


"I'll search it out and write an
honest review, just like I always do." I dropped the call and tossed the
phone onto the bed, freeing myself to finish getting ready. 


"Spring break," I muttered and
rolled my eyes. I was only two years out of college, but it seemed somehow like
a lifetime ago. Just the thought of being around a bunch of hormone-driven,
high-seeking, early-twenties type people made my stomach tighten. I was a frat
boy in college, but after being in the working world and moving through far too
few real adult relationships since, I was a bit tainted toward anyone’s idea of
fun. 


A knock at the door caught my attention,
and I moved toward it, humming a tune that I couldn't seem to get out of my
head. The trip to Florida would be good for me, whether I wanted to go or not.
I'd been working too many hours lately, and this next job was set in a place
where I couldn't help but relax a little. 


Sam stood at the door with a big smile on
his face. "Hi, Mr. Parks. Is Eli ready to go?" 


"He sure is. Come on in." I
opened the door farther and smiled as the lanky, teenage gamer walked into my high-rise
apartment. His mother lived a few doors down, the woman far more interested in
her wealth and boyfriends than the kid she was raising alone. 


"You sure your mom's okay with him
staying with you for the week?" I lifted an eyebrow at the boy as we
walked to the washroom. 


"Oh yeah. I'll just keep him with me.
It's cool if I take him to the park down the street a few times, right?"
He moved to open the door and paused, glancing back at me as the sound of my
yapping little dog filled the air. 


"Of course. Just keep up with him.
He's my only friend." I gave a cheeky grin and moved back as Sam picked up
the puppy and turned to face me. 


"I doubt that. Though I'd be totally
cool just having a dog as a friend."


"No need for girls, right? Such a
pain in the butt." I moved to the kitchen and picked up the bag of Eli's
food and treats before leaning over and kissing the top of my pup's head.
"Be good, buddy. Be good for Sam, okay? I'll see you soon. I love you,
boy."


The dog wiggled and whined as if we were
parting for far longer than a week. 


"Girls can take a hike. I swear they
were built with invisible knives." Sam shrugged, turned and walked to the
door with Eli in one hand and the dog's stuff in the other. 


"Invisible knives?" I opened the
door and gave the kid a quizzical look.


"Yeah. The ones they sink into your
heart when you're not looking. Moms have them too. All girls do, and when they
grow into women, I figure it just gets worse."


I reached out and ruffled his hair. "There
are a lot of good ones left. Stop being so cynical. You're too young for that.
Now, get outta here and take care of my boy."


"I will. Have fun." Sam turned
and walked back to his place, the kid’s shoulders rounding as he cuddled Eli
against him and spoke softly to him in excited, albeit hushed, tones. 


I watched him go, unable to shake the
expression on Sam's face as he expressed his feelings toward women. "What
in the world could cause a teenager to hate all womankind?"


My phone buzzed from the bedroom, calling
me from my thoughts and forcing me to answer it. The ring tone was for my
mother, which was good and bad. She was one of my closest friends, but since I
was out of college and her oldest kid, she wanted marriage and babies next on
the radar for me. 


She did. I didn't. 


"Mom. What's up?" I picked up
the phone and worked to close my suitcase. 


"Hi, baby. Your father and I are
going out of town for the week, but I wanted you to come over Friday or
Saturday for dinner. Will you be back in town by then?"


"I'm not sure yet, mom. I'm headed
toward the airport now, but I'll keep you in the loop."


"Miami, right?" 


"Yes, ma'am."


"Who's keeping up with Eli? I can
have Sarah or one of the boys come get him."


Sarah was mother’s maid and my old nanny.
The woman was solid gold and put up with far too much rebellion in my earlier
years to ask anything of her now that I was grown. She loved my mother and
father, but the feeling was quite mutual. 


"No. Sam's got him. We're all
set." I lugged the suitcase off the bed. "I'm headed out. I love
you."


"Alright, but know that I'm praying
for you to meet her." My mother's tone was firm but caring. 


"Her?" I knew who she was talking
about. She was always praying for me to meet 'her'. 


"Your future wife, Easton. Cary Markum called the other day and she's going to be a
grandmother soon. So is Milly. I'm the only one with no news to share."
The pout in her voice made my eyes roll twice for good measure. 


"Make something up, Mom. I'm not getting
married and popping out kids just so you can have something to share with your
friends."


"And why not?" She said
something away from the phone, most likely to my father, because it was his
voice on the line next. 


"Hey, son. Be careful and make sure to
wrap your willie in Miami. The girls down there are–”
He yelped. "Ouch. That hurt, Mary. Shit."


"Give mom the phone, please." I
pressed my hand to my head and tried to reject the fact that my father just
reminded me to use a condom, but utilized terms as if I were still five. 


"You see what I have to put up
with?" She grunted. "Anyways. Just promise me that you'll start
dating soon. Is there anyone even on the horizon?"


"No, mother. I'm not interested in
dating right now. I have a career that's just getting off the ground, and most
women don't support that, nor do they understand it."


"You need to join a dating site. Your
Aunt Margaret met Uncle Billy on one of those things, and they've been together
for three years now. I think it's worth a try."


"Right. I'm hanging up now. Tell Dad
I love him, and stop pinching him. He's getting old and he's going to start
bruising if you keep that up."


"He is not. He likes it rough."
She giggled and my father growled as I tried to calm my gag reflex. 


"Bye, Mom." I started to hang
up, but waited for her to get out a little bit more. Getting off the phone with
her was almost as hard as prying a raise from Jon at work.  


"Fine, but keep an open mind. You
haven't really dated since college. It's been two years." She huffed. 


"Thanks for the reminder, Mom. Love
you." I dropped the call and turned the ringer to silent. I didn't need
any more interruptions on my already strained trip to the airport. 


My mother was well aware of why I wasn't
dating. My career required too much from me. No girl would be okay with me
leaving six out of every seven days. I'd tried it and watched it fail over and
over the first few months of my career. 


It wasn't worth it. Not that they weren't worth it, but having to
console someone over and over simply because I had to work all the time didn't
work out too well in my world. When I found a mature girl who understood
responsibility and still had the heart and body of a woman who would throw
caution to the wind, I'd propose. Plain and simple. Until then, it would be an
occasional one-night stand and a continuation of diving farther and farther
into my career. 


It was one of the only things that made
sense to me anyway. 


Women were complex and incredibly moody.
Maybe Sam had it right. They were too much trouble, or maybe I just hadn't met
one that outweighed all of the effort. 


"Too deep for this early in the
morning," I grumbled, grabbed my keys and my bag and made my way to the
elevator. I'd find 'her' or I wouldn't. I was in no hurry. Even if my mother
was. 


*****


           
I chewed on my nails the whole way to the airport, my mind moving
through all of the various meetings and events I needed to attend. The main
resort was one of my favorites to stay at, but the two additional ones that I
would be evaluating were run by the ex-CEO of my current company. To say she
was a man-eater would be a mild understatement. The woman was a complete bitch,
and where I was good dealing with her, it didn't mean that I wanted to. 


She was incredibly attractive and knew it,
leaving her to treat everyone she crossed paths with like they belonged under
the heel of her expensive-ass stiletto. I'd found a sweet spot within my rise
to stardom in the world of critiquing, but money was just a means to make due
with. I wasn't interested in rolling in it every night, nor did it really drive
my decisions. Being rich was going to be part of my future simply because I
loved success too much for it not to be. 


"This is your stop, Mister. You want
me to drop you off at the front of the terminal?" The cabbie looked back
and gave me a toothless smile. 


"Yeah. That would be great." I
picked up my suit jacket and moved to the door, paying the guy and tipping him
before getting out into the chilly New York morning. 


"Miami should be a bit warmer if
nothing else," I mumbled to myself and gathered my things before walking
into the busy airport terminal. People raced about as if making their flight
was everything in the world to them. 


I caught the eyes of a pretty flight
attendant and smiled kindly, ignoring the heated gaze I got from the woman.
After checking in and getting my seat, I moved to pick up a Coke, a magazine,
and some Skittles. 


"Well, fancy meeting you here,
mister." Kevin's voice caused a subtle sigh to leave me. 


I glanced over my shoulder and feigned
surprise. "Kev. What's up, buddy?"


Turning, I extended my hand to the portly,
balding food critic who wanted more of my time than I was willing to give. 


"I'm good, East.
You headed to Miami already?"


"It's Easton, and yeah. Just wanted
to get there and get settled in before starting the week." I rolled my
shoulders before turning around and handing the cashier a card. 


Kevin leaned around me and put his stuff
on the counter. "Here, just put mine on his too. We're using the same
company card anyway."


The girl looked up at me quizzically. 


"Yeah, it's fine." I kept my
facade locked into place and turned back to the guy. "I thought you
weren't coming out until later this week."


"I wasn't, but there are a few new
restaurants that are opening this week that I want to try out. I figured I
could do it on the company’s dime and write up a critique. I'm sure Jon will
pick up the piece. He loves my stuff." He snorted and I turned, not
wanting to look at the slime-ball anymore. 


"Thank you." I gave the cashier
a smile and took my bag before moving to let him gather his stuff. 


"You on the next flight?" Kevin
ripped into a package of beef jerky and bit down on a piece before wrestling
with it to bite off a chunk. 


I couldn't help but smile. The guy was a
complete idiot and had no clue. I wouldn't be pointing it out, but the sooner I
could make my leave, the better. 


"No, I'm on the one leaving at ten.
Speaking of...I better get going. I'll see you in Miami." I waved, turned
and walked toward security without another word. He called after me, but I
simply pretended not to hear him. 


The week would be filled with analyzing
every part of the three resorts I was headed to. I could only hope there was a
little bit of fun in store for me during all of the madness. 


Walking up to the security station, I
paused and looked over my shoulder as two college-aged girls jogged toward me.
I couldn't help but notice how pretty the redheaded one was. Her long locks
bouncing on her shoulders were only outdone by her legs that seemed to go on
for days. I turned my back to them, not wanting to appear like the ass I was
being. 


Women didn't need someone staring them
down like they were nothing more than a piece of meat. Even if they did the
same damn thing to me all the time. 


Funny enough, I didn't mind so much. Maybe
she wouldn't either. 


I turned in time for her to plow into me,
the pretty thing not paying a bit of attention to anything around her. 


Great.
A beautiful ditz. Just my luck. 

















Chapter 3


Vivian



 


 

"I don't care what you say, Viv.
We're going. We have the tickets, and you need this. Hell, I need this."
Casey pulled into the large outdoor parking lot at the airport. "Please?
Please come with me. I'm not going by myself and you know it."


I let out a long sigh and unbuckled,
knowing that the last thing I wanted was to walk around Miami with a million
other college kids for a week. I wanted to think I had a choice in the matter,
but to let Casey down after we'd worked hard to come up with some lame story for
the airlines to switch the tickets from Valentine’s Day to spring break wasn't
going to work. 


"Fine, but when I need time to myself
or want to just veg on the beach with a book, no giving me shit. Got it?"
I got out of the small Honda and walked to the back, waiting for her to pop the
trunk. 


"Deal." She pulled me into an
awkward hug and kissed the side of my face. "What were the freaking odds
that we would run into that asshole there? What crappy luck we have."


"It's my luck, and I'm not a bit surprised."
I got my bag out of the back and moved backwards, turning to lay eyes on the
small tram that would take us to the terminal. "The airlines felt so bad
that they gave us that upgrade option too, remember? Let's see if we can get
into first class."


"I'm down." She glanced back at
me. "If they only let one of us go up there, you can go."


"No, it's all good. I don't mind
snuggling up to the window and going to sleep. I know you can't sleep on
flights. You enjoy the first class ticket if we get it." I shrugged,
honestly not caring about rubbing shoulders with anyone. 


"Whatever. We'll try for both
tickets. Who knows...maybe my good luck will usurp your craptastic
luck." She stopped as the tram pulled up. "See there? It's already
working."


I rolled my eyes and loaded my bag onto
the back of the over-sized golf cart and got into the second row, letting Casey
take her usual position of leader. I sunk down into my seat and pulled out my
phone, moving through my text messages and landing on the last ones I'd had
with Jackson almost a month back. 



 

Jackson: If you would just let me explain,
Viv. Shit. You don't understand.


Me: I don't understand what? Your face was
between some chick’s naked thighs. Please do tell me what I didn't understand. 


Jackson: I'm a guy. I have needs. You're
just... just... Fuck. Let me just see you and I'll explain.


Me: No need. I saw all I needed to see.
This isn't about your needs. It's about your character. Grow up and good luck
with life. Nice sharing the last twenty-plus years with you. Asshole.


Jackson: Viv. Come on, baby. You know how
good we are together. Don't do this over a silly misunderstanding.  



 

A
silly misunderstanding. 


The image of him cheating on me rolled
through my mind's eye over and over as it did most days. I wasn't sure I was
ever going to be able to get the visual of the man I loved giving pleasure to
another woman out of my mind. Knowing that she wasn't the first, but one of
many, did nothing but make my stomach turn upside down. After catching him in
the act, I was dumb enough to check his phone and look into his actions and
whereabouts. Uncovering the massive lie underneath my nose was numbing. It went
all the way back to our freshman year. 


How
dumb was I? Wanting to believe in true love. So pathetic.  


I slid my thumb to the top of the screen
and pressed delete. I didn't need him in my contacts anymore. Seeing him only
caused me pain, and there was really nothing else to say between us. I wasn't
promiscuous enough. Or adventurous enough. Or sexy enough. I wasn’t enough.


Funny how quickly I would have changed all
of those things had he only said something, but he didn't say a damn word. He
went out and slept with a handful of girls, trying to get the few things from
them that he wasn't getting from me. 


"Ten years," I mumbled and sat
up as the tram stopped. There was no doubt that I would get over him, but it
was going to take more than a month, or a slutty trip to Miami. I'd agreed to
go for only a few reasons, namely to take care of Casey and catch up on some
romance reading. Seemed that the best boyfriends would always be found in the
center of my books, which was fine by me. I needed safe and comforting for a
while. Living on the edge hadn't gotten me very far, but had I really even
stepped off the porch with Jackson? Maybe that was the issue. 


I grabbed my bag and glanced over at
Casey, wishing like hell that I had a little bit of her rebellious spirit
inside of me. 


"Do you think I'm a risk taker?"
I glanced to my left and smiled at one of the baggage guys as he nodded toward
me. 


"Not at all." She pulled her
bags behind her and turned to me. "Do you think you are?"


"No. I guess not." I shrugged
and looked around at the various people milling about. "How do you become
a risk taker? I think that's one of the main reasons that Jackson slept around
on me."


"He fucked around on you because he
was an idiot, Viv. It has nothing to do with you, which we've been over a
million times." She touched my cheek and forced me to focus on her.
"Live this week with me as a free woman. Let's have fun, drink a little,
flirt a lot, and take a few risks. You'll feel so much better after we get
back."


I nodded, cupping my hand over hers.
"Maybe you're right."


Glancing up, I let my eyes scan over the
board with the flight times, noticing that our flight was scheduled to leave in
forty minutes. 


"Forty minutes?" I turned to
Casey. "I thought you said the flight was at eleven."


"It is. I think. Something like
that." She shrugged. 


"It's at ten, Case. Shit. We're never
going to make it." I tapped the shoulder of the older gentleman in front
of me. "Is there any way we can move in front of you? Our flight leaves in
thirty minutes."


"Sure. Why not?" He smiled and
moved back, giving me room to tap a few more shoulders. It had to be the sweet
smile on my face, or the dark circles under my eyes. Either way, we were moving
up quickly, and within a few minutes, we were up to the counter next. 


"We misread the flight time, so if
you could help us move through this quickly, we'd really appreciate it."
Casey barked at the middle-aged woman that glanced up from the other side of
the counter. 


"We'll try." She gave us a tight
smile as I gave Casey a 'shut the hell up and let me deal with this' look. 


"I love your earrings. My mother got
me a pair just like them." I pressed my forearms to the desk and smiled at
the woman as she glanced up wearily. 


"My husband bought them for me. He's
dead now." She glanced back down, closing up the conversation effectively
if nothing else. 


"Right. Sorry to hear that. We sure
do appreciate your help." I moved back and pulled out my ID, praying
silently that a sign would show up soon on whether or not I was supposed to be
on the flight we would soon be racing toward. 


"You're both being upgraded to our
first class section, but the seats are not together." She glanced up,
keeping her attention on me. 


"That sounds great. Thanks so
much." I bit my lip and glanced up at the clock. I hated to be late for
anything. Whether I wanted to go on the trip or not was irrelevant. I was
there, and having to run down the terminal sounded down right horrible. 


"Of course. There is a special
security section for Elite members. Just use that one since you're running a
little late. Have fun." She handed us the tickets and smiled at me. 


"We will." I grabbed them and
Casey, and took off toward the security checkpoint. "Let's go. You know I
hate to be late."


"I know. I'm sorry." Casey
almost tripped as we passed a row of extension cords, but I reached back and
helped her right herself. 


Turning, I didn't realize that someone was
in front of me. 


"Oh, I'm so sorry." I reached up
to press my hands against the man's chest who stumbled back from the force of
me running into him. His papers fluttered from his hands and scattered all over
the floor. Heat rose up my chest and coated my cheeks as I knelt down to help
him start to gather up the papers. Not looking where I was going, I hit my head
against his and fell back on my butt. 


He let out a short laugh, stood and
offered me a hand. "Wow. I've not had such a dramatic introduction to
anyone since I was a boy playing king of the hill."


I took his hand and stood, trying hard not
to notice just how insanely beautiful he was. His jet-black hair was cut close
to his face, accenting his tanned skin, dark green eyes, and kissable lips. His
smile was kind and almost sexy with the way his lip turned up just a little at
the edge. If that wasn't more than enough, the subtle dimple in his left cheek
caused my heart to flutter. 


"I am so sorry." I pulled my
hand from his when it was appropriate to do so. "Let me get your papers.
Please."


"I'll get it." He held up his
hand. "You stay up here. It's dangerous when you're around." 


Casey laughed and snorted as she picked up
a few pieces of the paper. I stood stone still, letting my eyes move along the
broad muscles of his back as they pressed against his light blue button up
shirt. 


"Thanks for saving me. I guess I
didn't see those cords." She glanced back as she appeared to be working to
hold back another string of laughter. 


"I guess not." I clenched my
jaw, but relaxed as Handsome stood back up, his papers a mess and face a little
flushed. 


"Not every day you have a beautiful
woman knock you off your feet and take center stage to the news." He
winked and turned back around, moving up to tug his dress shoes off and lay his
briefcase on the security scanner. 


"I'm so sorry again," I
whispered, not quite able to get enough air into my lungs to use my voice. 


"It's no big deal at all.
Honestly." He glanced back at me as he worked on getting his belt off. 


My eyes moved down to watch him only for a
moment. Having forgotten that it was highly inappropriate to stare at someone's
crotch, I jerked my attention back to his face and found him smirking in a
boyish way. 


"Please tell me you're headed to
China." I pulled off my tennis shoes and let out a short puff of air. 


He laughed. "No, why – are you?"


"No, but I'm thinking it might be
more safe if I did. I've embarrassed myself ten times already this
morning." I moved back to let Casey put her stuff on the moving belt as
she leaned around me. 


"Her name is Vivian. It's nice to
meet you. I'm Casey." My best friend extended her hand to the handsome
businessman. 


"I'm Easton. Nice to meet you
both." His eyes remained on my face, but moved around as if he were
searching for something. 


"Hurry up, Sir,” the security lady
barked toward us. 


"Right. Well, have a safe flight.
Nice to bump into you." He turned, moving through the scanners as I
memorized the curve of his rear in his slacks. 


Casey pressed her shoulder against mine
and whispered, "Wow. He's fucking hot."


"Right? Too bad he's not going where
we are." I moved into place to walk through the scanner as well, my
thoughts moving through the embarrassment of the last five minutes. Why did I
always end up the ass in most situations? If luck was a real thing, I seriously
had no doubt that mine hated me completely. 


"Alright. Let's go." Casey moved
up beside me, hopping on one foot as she worked to get her shoe on the other
one. 


I glanced at the clock and let out an
exasperated sigh as I grabbed my bag and lugged it back over my shoulder.
"Time to run. Just don't trip, and make sure I don't plow into any more models."


We started to jog toward the gate as Casey
spoke through short pants. "You think he was a model? I'd say a young
billionaire."


"Why a Richie Rich? Just one of your
many fantasies?" I asked. 


"He was wearing a Rolex, Viv. The boy
had money, and lots of it." She nodded toward the gate. "Almost
there. Home stretch."


We glanced up at the gate as we approached
and realized that it wasn't the right one. 


"You've got to be kidding me." I
moved over to check the schedule on another TV monitor and growled. "It's
six gates down to our left. Move it. Fast."


She turned and jetted toward the new gate
as I followed on her heels, being careful not to accidentally clip her sandal
and have her tripping yet again that day.


I stopped in front of our new gate as the
flight attendant moved to shut the door, calling out louder than I thought.
"Wait. Please. We're on this flight. Just running late."


She turned and gave us a scathing look,
but accepted our tickets and let us walk down the boarding terminal. For a trip
I didn't want anything to do with, I was surely putting a lot of effort into
it. 


"Which seat do you have?" Casey
leaned around me as we walked onto the plane. "I'm in 3B."


"I have 5A. It's a window, which is
perfect. Nap time here I come." I moved down the plane and stopped at 3B.
"Here you go. I'll see you when we get there."


"Alright." Casey gave me a look
as I glanced over my shoulder. The old man who was sitting in 3A was already
snoring and the flight hadn't even taken off yet. 


I chuckled as I approached my seat, but my
smile slid from my face as I realized who my seatmate was – the sexy guy from
security. 


"You have to be kidding me," I
mumbled as I stopped at the seat and smiled down at him. "I'm in there by
the window."


He laughed, the sound of it wrapping
around me and infusing warmth deep inside of me. "Wow. It looks like it
must be my lucky day."


"You could say that," I said and
slid into the seat, trying hard not to notice just how incredible his cologne
smelled. 


Good thing it was his luck we were resting
on. 


Mine was a joke, obviously. 

















 

Chapter
4


Easton



 


 

I stood and moved into the aisle, honestly
not sure what to think about the pretty redhead that had not only run me over
at security, but now seemed to be rather put off by having to sit beside me for
the flight to Miami. 


She smelled like vanilla and flowers, and
I couldn't help but breathe in softly as she moved past me and dropped down in
the chair closest to the window. Her jeans were tight, her sweater pretty, and
fitted as well. She could easily be on the cover of any glamour magazine in the
grocery stores, but something told me that she wasn't at all aware of her
looks. 


She let out a heavy sigh and glanced over
at me as I buckled my seatbelt. "I'm sorry again. I swear I should just be
locked up. I haven't done anything right lately."


I gave her a smile and shrugged.
"It's not every day a beautiful woman plows into me, Vivian. I'm not sorry
at all. Now this... did you plan this?"


I chuckled at the look on her face. Her
pretty, blue eyes went wide and her alabaster cheeks colored pink as if she was
two steps beyond embarrassed. 


"What? No, never. I'm as shocked as
you are about ending up here together. What are the odds that you would be
going to Miami too? You are going to Miami, right?" She crossed her
shapely legs, and I had to try hard to keep my attention on her beautiful face.



"I'm teasing you, and yes, I'm going
to Miami." I leaned back in my chair and forced the smile off my face. It
felt silly and childish there. "Are you going for vacation?"


I shouldn't have kept the conversation
alive, but I couldn't help but want to know a little more about this strange
woman who had shown up twice in my life in a matter of minutes. 


"Yeah. I wish I weren't, but my friend–”


I cut in. "Casey?"


"Yes, she's my best friend. Has been
all my life." She picked at her sweater as her voice softened. 


"This a special occasion for
her?" I let my eyes move across the soft curve of her cheek to her button
nose, realizing quickly that she was exquisite. I wanted to tell her, but it
seemed trite and rather creepy. She had a femininity to her that called to me. 


I pulled back a little and wrapped my arms
around myself, not at all understanding the need to dig into her slight frown.
I wanted to know what put it there and why she was on a vacation that she
wanted nothing to do with. 


Was she in college or had she graduated?
Was she adventurous or safe? Demanding or giving?


She glanced at me, and I couldn't help but
smile again. 


"What?" I asked. 


"You don't look like the type of guy
who would want to have a conversation on a plane with some unknown woman."
Her expression softened as she scooted back in her seat. 


"I don't? What kind of guy do I look
like?" I lifted an eyebrow at her. 


"The kind that has a dog. A puppy
maybe? Travels a lot and hasn't found the right woman just yet, but whose
mother is adamant about you continuing to try?"


Her words left me speechless for a minute.
"How did you know all that? Now you're creeping me out."


She laughed and reached toward me, pulling
a piece of dog hair from the jacket laid across my lap. "I love dogs, and
it was a stretch on the puppy, but your jacket is covered in hair."


I glanced down and started to brush it
away. "Oh, man. I must have left it out on the couch this morning. Eli's
just figured out how to get up on the furniture."


"What kind of dog do you have?"
She cupped her hands in her lap and watched me in a way that left my heart
picking up speed. 


I'd not wanted to ask a woman out for a while,
but she was already pushing me toward wanting to spend at least an hour or so
getting to know her better. Too bad I didn't have time, nor would it be
appropriate.


"He's a Maltese. My mother breeds
them, so I took the runt of the litter. He's a great
pup." I picked up my phone to see text message after text message from my
mother. "Let's see...no ring means I'm not married, or so you assumed,
right?"


"Correct, and your mom's texted ten
times." She nodded toward the phone smiling. "My mom's been far too
busy lately to call like she used to. She's in a bit of a funk." She
shrugged in a noncommittal way. 


Funny how people often opened a subject
that they really have no desire to dig into in the company of a stranger. 


"I'm sorry to hear that. I could have
my mom berate you. I'm the oldest, and my two younger brothers are completely
shielded by me." I stopped myself from reaching out to touch her hand. She
was perceptive and beautiful. 


Score
a few more points for her. 


"It's alright. The air will clear soon,
I guess." She turned to look out the window as the plane pulled back. The
flight attendants were already seated, but the cute blonde with Vivian poked
her head up above the seats and called out, catching my attention. 


"Viv, you need gum. Catch." She
threw it just before glancing over at me. "No freaking way."


I reached up and caught it as Viv moved to
do the same. My elbow smacked into her shoulder and she let out a yelp. 


"Oh, shit. I'm so sorry." I
turned and pressed my hand to her shoulder, rubbing softly as concern filled
me. "You okay? I just didn't want the gum to hit you, and damn if I didn't
do it instead."


"It's okay." She carefully moved
my hand off of her and rubbed it as she nodded to the gum. "Unwrap it for
me?"


"Of course. I'm so sorry." I worked
on the gum as she barked at Casey to sit down before they got thrown off the
plane. A smile tugged at my lips as I pulled out a stick of gum and handed it
to her. "Your ears pop too?"


"Like crazy." She rubbed her
shoulder once more before taking the gum and giving me a weak smile. "Feel
free to have a piece if you want."


"Thanks." I took a piece and
shifted a little, wanting to study her. "Alright, so you got a few things
about me from just looking at me. It's my turn now."


She chuckled. "Why did I just fill
with dread?"


"No clue, but there is no reason for
it." I pressed my fingers to my lips and watched her watch me. There was
something almost too comfortable sitting between us as we sat in silence
together. The plane lifted and she flinched and gripped her armrest, her little
knuckles turning white. 


"Don't say I'm scared of planes and
my ears pop, either." She gave me a look, and I laughed abruptly, loving
her sharp sense of humor. 


"You're an art major. In your junior
year of college, and you model on the side for money. You're the oldest of two
or three kids and your favorite thing to do is sky dive. A total risk
taker." I lifted my shoulders, half expecting her to laugh at me. Instead,
tears brimmed her beautiful blue eyes. "Oh shit. What did I say?"


She lifted her sweater and pressed it to
her eyes, sniffling a little. 


I didn't know her well enough to reach out
and touch her, pull her into a hug, or really offer any type of consolation, so
I just sat in an awkward position waiting for her to tell me what I'd done
wrong. 


"Nothing," she whispered and
pulled her sweater back down. She had to have been the cutest woman I'd ever
seen in my life when she cried. Her thick bottom lip poked out as another
stream of tears rolled down her flawless skin. 


I reached out and brushed away the tears
on her cheek closest to me, using the back of my fingers. "I'm sorry I
upset you. We can just read magazines and ignore each other if you want."


She laughed through her tears. "It
was really sweet."


"Oh." I relaxed and let out a
tight breath. "I thought I'd hurt your feelings or offended you. You women
are difficult, to say the least."


She laughed again. "Yeah, and I'm one
of the worst, I'm sure. I was just thinking earlier that I wished I were a risk
taker. I want to live again, to find myself again...to be beautiful."


Her rawness in front of me was a little
overwhelming, and left not only my heart swelling, but also my body hardening
rapidly. She was beautiful, and the fact that she wanted to be the woman I'd
described was a little exhilarating. 


"You are beautiful. Breathtaking
actually." I smiled as she glanced at me under a shy expression. She
didn't believe my compliments at all.


"Right. Anyway..." She brushed
away the rest of her tears. "Forgive me for the tears. Life's been a
little shitty lately."


"I understand completely." I
cleared my throat. "Now, tell me if I got anything right about you, and if
not, correct me."


The flight attendant stopped by our aisle
and offered us a drink before Vivian could respond. I turned my attention to
the beautiful redhead, feigning interest in her drink. The opportunity to study
her for a minute more was one I wasn't passing up. The need to know where she
was staying in Miami bubbled up inside of me, but I pushed it back down. The
girl didn't need to feel like she was sitting next to a creeper, and in all
actuality, she was far too much woman for me. If she was anywhere as needy and
demanding as she was beautiful, the world was in trouble. I didn't need it in
my life, no matter how entertaining and appetizing she was. 


"Jack and Coke?" She asked, her
pretty blue eyes moving from the attendant to me. 


"Same," I mumbled, not looking
away from her. "Alright. Spill."


"I have two brothers, both younger
than me, so you win there." She smiled. 


"Yes, I pegged you as the bossy older
sister." 


She swatted at me playfully, causing me to
laugh. "Hey! Watch it. I'm a business major, and am a senior. I graduate
from NYU in May this year. I honestly can't wait. College has officially worn
out it's welcome."


"I understand that completely.
Marketing or general business?"


"Hotel restaurant management. I want
to be a food critic when I grow up. I've taken several courses at the culinary
institute as well. More than the ability just to know when something tastes
great, I want to know why and what comprises the various flavors. I need to be
able to express it."


I sat in shocked silence. My degree was in
hotel restaurant management. 


She continued. "I've never been a
model, but it's flattering that you think I could be. Unless it's a hand model.
Is that what you meant?"


Her smile had me melting on the inside. I
figured her for an underwear model, but there was no way I was divulging that
information. "No, silly woman."


"I'm not a risk taker, but I want to
be." She let out a long sigh and turned to look down at her hands. 


I glanced up as the flight attendant
handed me my drink and offered her hers. "Then start taking a few risks.
What's one thing you could do in Miami to live on the edge? To breathe danger
into a normal everyday spring break trip?"


"I guess I could get drunk and walk
down a dark alley?" She glanced up with a serious look on her face, but
only held it for a minute before she smirked. "That what you mean?"


The need to protect her from herself rose
up inside of me. "No, and don't do that. Miami is dangerous as hell. Make
sure you and Casey stay together and don't be walking in any dark alleys."


She took a sip of her drink and watched
me. "I'm not looking for that type of thrill."


It was the first glimpse I'd gotten of the
sarcastic, sensitive beauty that said there was more to her than a silly
college girl with a chip on her shoulder. I witnessed a woman with the need for
an emotional risk, the desire to spill herself out on a bed and cry out in
pleasure. A chill ran down my spine. I wanted to offer all of it to her.


I downed my drink as my mind fragmented,
turning our average, calm conversation into something edgy within seconds. She
aged herself by a few years with the way she watched me and nursed her drink. 


"Then what are you looking for,
Vivian?" I turned to face her and lifted my cup back to my lips, taking in
a piece of ice and rolling it around my mouth as I turned my full attention on
her. 


"Call me Viv." She rested her
glass on her knee and inhaled deeply as she glanced out the window. "A
thrill to remind me that life's going to go on. A high that leaves me
breathless. An affair that pulls me in deeper than I've ever been."


I swallowed hard and was rather grateful
that she was looking out the window and not at me. I crossed my legs and
shifted away from her, not wanting her to notice just how much our conversation
had turned me on. If we were in a bar and she was alone, she would be mine for
a night, at least. That she was hurting put her off limits. I wasn't anyone's
savior, but something about the beauty next to me wanted me to change that. I
wanted to take a risk just to feel the things she explained so perfectly. 


"So make sure you go dancing, eat at
the best restaurants Miami has to offer, and get in a day of parasailing or hang-gliding.
That should cover everything on your list, except the sex."


"Sex?" She turned her attention
back to me. "Was sex on my list?"


Her cheeks colored, and I had no doubt
that mine did as well. It was getting harder to breathe, but I had my facade
locked into place. Being a businessman for the last two and half years had
taught me good and well how to keep up a poker face. There was no way I was
letting her know just how badly she affected me. 


Beautiful, smart and cheeky as hell? 


She was scoring a hundred and fifty in my
book. Too bad the scale only went to ten. 
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Vivian



 


 

Sex? I didn't remember mentioning sex. I
wasn't the type of girl who would casually talk about sex with a random guy.
Hell, I didn't even talk about sex with Casey. 


I took a long drink from my glass and
watched him, trying to figure out how the hell I was going to backtrack enough
to get us out of what could possibly become an awkward conversation. 


"I assumed by affair you meant
sex." He shrugged and sat his glass down before pulling out his phone.
"Did you mean something else?"


I was more than grateful when he started
to thumb through his contacts. He had to be as mortified as I felt, though we
were both somehow playing it off quite well. 


"Oh, yeah. My first love is
food." I let out a soft laugh and glanced back out at the clouds, enjoying
the way the sun played across the sky. "I dream of being a food critic,
remember?"


"I like that, actually." He gave
me a serious look.


I glanced over at him and smiled before
faking a yawn. "I'm going to take a short nap. Wake me if I need to help
you with your oxygen mask."


His eyes moved across my face as he gave
me a cute smile. "I'll do just that. Sleep well."


Closing my eyes, I leaned back and enjoyed
the subtle tones of his cologne, letting my mind slip into how nice it would be
to have been with a man like him for the week. He seemed to have his shit
together. That he was incredibly good-looking and a bit funny didn't hurt too
much. Some part of me wanted to stay up and talk his ear off, learning more
about him, and divulging my secrets, but we would get to the part where I was
cheated on, without a doubt. He would do as most people did and show me pity. I
wasn't interested. 


Sleep pulled me under, and waking to the
sound of his voice and the gentle brush of his fingers along my arm startled
me. 


"Viv, we're here." He smiled and
unbuckled his seatbelt before rolling his shoulders and standing. "You
purr when you sleep. Has anyone ever told you that?"


Warmth covered my cheeks and I nodded.
"My brothers make fun of me. My nickname is Kat at home for that reason.
Don't tell anyone on me. You promise?"


He chuckled. "Not for a million
dollars. It was nice to meet you, pretty girl. Maybe fate will kick us back
together again for a drink while you're here." His eyebrow lifted.


"Why wait on fate?" Casey moved
up behind him. "Give him your number, Viv. We could use a handsome decoy
if things go south sometime during the week."


"Don't be silly. He's here on
business, no doubt." I turned my attention back to Easton and stood to
move out into the aisle. 


"I am here on business, but I'll take
your number and we can have a drink before you leave to head back home. I
assume New York is home for you girls?" He glanced back at Casey, giving
me a lovely view of his yummy neck. I could spend hours brushing my nose along
it, nipping and kissing at it. Stop it.
Now. 


"Yeah. We're New York City born and
bred." Casey reached for his phone. "I'll put her number in your
phone."


"You don't have to do that. We'll be
fine." I slipped my hands into my pockets as Easton turned his dark green
gaze back toward me, stealing my breath for a moment. 


"Maybe I won't be fine." He
wagged his eyebrows and took his phone back from Casey as first class started
to get off the plane. "Great to meet you both. Have fun in Miami and
remember what I said. No dark alleys, risk-taker."


I rolled my eyes before turning to Casey,
who moved into my seat and pushed me back a little. Easton turned and walked
toward the front of the plane as my best friend poked me in the side. 


"Spill. What happened?" She
glanced over her shoulder and let out a sound of appreciation. "God, he's
so damn fine. I hope he calls. If you don't want him, I call dibs."


I laughed. "He's all yours. I'm not
interested in anyone that good looking. If he's single, there is a reason for
it."


"Maybe he's just not found the right
woman?" Casey reached out and tugged on the strap of my purse as she moved
back into the aisle. “Let's get out of here. I want to get the rental car and
get to the resort. We're going to make memories and have one of the best weeks
of our lives."


"You think?" I moved in behind
her as a jolt of excitement raced through me. Maybe there was more to look
forward to than I was contemplating. Just meeting Easton and talking to him on
the flight for a little while was fun, scary, but exhilarating as well. 


The flight attendant at the front of the
plane smiled widely at me in a flirtatious manner and nodded. "Have a
great stay. Black's Beach is where you want to be on Thursday night."


"That so?" I asked, being half
pulled off the plane by Casey. 


"If you want a wild experience. Don't
miss it." The guy called after me, but I was already too far away to
respond. 


"Black's Beach. Is that like the one
in California?" I asked Casey as I repositioned my bag. "The nude
beach?"


"I have no idea, but I'm totally down
with it if you are." She gave me a sideways glance as we walked into the
terminal lobby. The place was crawling with people who seemed to be in a
serious hurry to get somewhere fast. 


A woman bumped into my shoulder and sent
me spinning around from the force of it. 


"Excuse me?" I mumbled and
turned, getting my bearings and jogging after Casey, who was talking a million
miles a minute to no one. 


"So I think we can just hang around
the hotel area tonight until we understand the lay of the land a little bit
better. That okay with you?" She looked over at me. 


"Yeah, but I didn't hear a word you
said." I shrugged and pointed toward the car rental check-in. "Over
there."


"I said I was good with the nudie
beach, though the boys are going to all be staring at you. Men love gingers,
especially drop-dead gorgeous ones." She pressed her shoulder against mine
and hit my hip with hers. 


"Shut up. I'm just average at
best." I moved to the counter, ignoring her response. She was forever
telling me how pretty I was, but that's simply what best friends were for. It
was part of their job description, and she was good at it – too good, most
days. 


After getting the keys to the compact car
we rented for the week, we grabbed our baggage from baggage claim and walked
out into the cool, spring afternoon. I breathed in deep and reached out,
grabbing Casey's shoulder and pulling her to a halt as a cab whipped past us,
the driver honking and flipping us off out the window. 


"Nice. Fuck you too, buddy,"
Casey yelled after him before tugging away from my grasp. "Stupid ass. The
crosswalk is for people. People have the right-away."


"Hey, crazy. Over here." I moved
toward the car that's lights lit up as I pressed the key fab. "Easton was
pretty cute wasn't he? I hope we run into a million more guys just like
him."


Casey loved to talk about guys more than
anything else. It seemed no matter what the situation was or how we were
feeling, if I brought up men, she would quickly get back to being her normal,
upbeat self. 


"Yeah, he was smoking hot. Now, let's
just hope that he calls you." She reached for the trunk as I popped it.
"What did you guys talk about during the flight?"


"Not much. I slept through most of
it." I put my bag in the back and glanced up at her, already knowing that
I was going to get a look from her. 


"What a waste of a great seatmate. I
sat next to Father Time. He was snoring so loud that I honestly thought he
might die any minute." Casey smirked before turning and walking toward the
driver's side door. "I'm disappointed in you. Now, give me the keys and
I'll drive."


"You sure?" I tossed them to her
without a second thought. I hated driving. 


"Yeah. Get in and let's go check this
place out. I'm going to give you a pass on not taking advantage of hottie business boy, but only this once. Next cute guy who
flirts with you gets some of your attention. Got it?" She got in the car
and turned to pin me with a stare. 


I got in and buckled up, ignoring her
until she cleared her throat. "Yeah, I got it. He wasn't my type,
okay?"


"What?" She snorted and started
up the car. "Easton is everyone's type. Black hair and blue eyes, tanned
skin, strong arms, and a flat tummy? He had a great smile too." She let
out a girlie sigh. "And he smelled so good."


"Right, so he's your type. Getcha some of that." I pulled out my phone and hid my
disappointment. The only text I had was from Casey before we boarded the
flight. Having focused on nothing but school, her, and Jackson, I was without
too many friends when it was all said and done. I was going to have to right
the wrong when I got back to New York. 


I turned to look out the window as we
drove from the airport toward the beachfront. 


Casey turned on the radio and I couldn't
help but sing along with her as we rolled down the windows and let the cool air
blow our hair about. I could find relaxation and peace in the middle of the
beach scene, if nothing else. Casey was looking for a party, a good time, but I
was looking for rest and reprieve. I needed to find a bookstore.


"So I heard this place has six gourmet
restaurants." She tapped the steering wheel as we pulled up to the stoplight.



"I know. It's going to be
kick-ass." Excitement raced through me and I took a deep breath, trying to
reset my emotions. I could have a great time. I would make it happen. 


"I say we try them all in the first
few days so that we know where to spend the rest of the week eating. You could
even write up some of your critiques and try to submit them to the paper when
we get back home. Whatcha think?" Her tone was
hopeful. 


"I like it." I ran my fingers
through my hair and smiled as a dark-skinned boy waved at me. 


"Heya,
beautiful. Want to pull over and come catch some waves with us? It's the
perfect day to make a new friend." He called out to me as Casey started to
pull away. 


"Maybe another time?" I called
back and worked to get my hair out of my face. 


He pressed both hands to his bare chest
over his heart and looked up to the sky as if heartbroken. 


I leaned back in my seat and laughed.
"Is everyone here dramatic?"


"God, I hope so. New Yorkers can be
so focused sometimes that it's hard to crack through their shell of lust toward
success." Casey pointed to the large resort ahead of us that was nuzzled
on the beach. "That's it."


I leaned forward and let my eyes run
across the elaborate structure that seemed to go on for miles. "It's
beautiful. I hope it's filled with more than horny freshman and old
geezers."


"Oh I bet the mix is far and wide,
but we're looking for a specific type of man, or at least I am." She
pulled up to the gate and turned her attention to the good-looking guard as he
moved from his guard stand. 


"Hi ladies. Are you staying the week
with us?" He leaned down and pressed his thick forearms to the window
frame as his eyes moved across Casey and then over to me. 


"Yes, Sir. We'd not stay anywhere
else." Casey used her bedroom voice, which didn't seem to faze the big guy
too much. I had to stifle a laugh, as I always did around her. She was
inappropriate all the time.


"Good. Visitor parking is over there
to the left, and the check-in has a big white sign that says registration on
it. Make sure you get a schedule of events and try to be at Black's Beach on
Thursday." He moved back, and I couldn't help but lean across Casey to
catch the guy’s attention. 


"Why? Someone else mentioned that to
us. What's the big deal?" I couldn't help but appreciate the thickness of
his arms and chest. The gym had to be stained in his sweat no doubt. 


"It's something that's better
experienced than explained. Just go if you can, and welcome." He winked at
me and moved back to his guard stand, motioning us through. 


"Weird. I want to know what we're
getting ourselves into before we just go over there. It might end up being roofie night for the idiot tourists." I sat back in my
seat and let out a frustrated sigh as Casey parked the car. 


"I doubt that's the case, but we'll
figure it out. It's only Sunday. We still have a while." She turned and
looked out the back window at the beach as a smile lifted her lips. "This
place is hopping with people, Viv. There is no way in hell we're not going to
find ourselves right in the middle of the party. Look at this place.
Insane."


I got out of the car and turned to let my
eyes scan across the half-dressed bodies that moved about in the gold and white
sand. The sound of the water rushed up to greet me, and the breeze pulled in
the smell of salt water and coconut scented sun-tanning lotion. 


I breathed in deeply and closed my eyes.
I'd never tell Casey in a million years that I was far more interested in
partying all by myself instead of with a crowd. I knew my friend well enough to
know that we'd have ten new people around us by nightfall. As long as they
appeared legit, and she promised to keep her phone with her, I'd let her go off
to "party" and I'd find a comfy spot to read and relax. The promise
of such a reprieve left me ready to dump our stuff and commence mingling. 


We walked toward the grand entrance and
were greeted by two people that could have been swimsuit models. The girl's
hair was blonde and her breasts huge. The guy was ripped from his throat to the
thick muscles that ran down into his swimsuit. 


"Welcome to La Mage. We're glad to
have you girls. Check-in is that way, and information on restaurants and bars
is at the end of the hall on the wall mount." The girl smiled at us with a
warmth I didn't expect. 


"Yep, and there are parties non-stop
here. Make sure you grab an activities schedule from the front desk, and if you
need anything at all, I'm Marco." He took my hand, kissed my fingers and
smiled seductively. "Anything at all."


"Thanks," I responded, a little
breathless more from the frontal assault of beautiful people and less from the
guy’s attention on me. It was all part of the production, anyway. 


"Why do you always get the sexy
ones?" Casey grumbled at me as we got in line. 


"What?" I laughed and turned
back in time to see Marco kissing an older woman's hand as she giggled and
blushed. "Nothing to worry about. He's already moved on."


Casey glanced back and busted out
laughing. "Such a typical male, right?"


"Age before beauty, young lady."
I poked at her softly. "Besides, I'm saving myself for a nerdy type this
time around. Looks and money have a stigma with them, and it's rang true in my
life since I started dating."


"They're all assholes, Viv. Money,
looks, nerdy, sensitive...all of them."


"Then why do we try?" I picked
up my bag and moved up to stand at the front of the line. A handsome, frat-boy
type called us toward him to check-in. 


"Because they're so pretty to look
at?" Casey giggled and dropped her bag in front of the counter before
glancing toward me. "Am I right?"


"Spot on." I pulled out my
credit card and played along as he flirted his way into talking us into an
upgrade on our dining package. Little did he know that it was far more about
the culinary treats and less about the twinkle in his eyes that sold me. 

















 

Chapter
6


Easton



 


 

It was best to leave the girls behind on
the plane. I didn't want any further connection to the lovely woman that was
sure to haunt my dreams that night. My career was first and foremost in my
life. Getting involved with anyone, especially a girl still in college, wasn't
going to happen. I glanced down at my phone, contemplating deleting the number
her ballsy friend had typed in, but decided against it. I didn't have to call
her, and without her having my number, there was no way we would connect again
without me initiating it. 


"Easton! Wait up, dude." Kevin's
voice surprised me as I moved through the terminal toward baggage claim. The
guy wasn't supposed to be in Miami until later that day. 


"Hey, Kev. What are you doing
here?" I glanced around idly, not looking for Viv and yet very much
looking for her. 


"I got on that flight with you. You
must have scored first class or something." He snorted and ran his chubby
fingers over his balding head. "The sandwich they served was horrible. Far
too dry for my liking."


"They had mayonnaise that you could
have used." I gave him a sideways glance as we paused by the baggage turn
style. 


"There's no need to add sauce of any
sort to a properly made sandwich." Kevin rubbed his protruding belly and
gave me a cocky smile. "I'm the food critic, remember? Stick with me, and
you'll never have a bad meal."


I awarded him a short chuckle, grabbed my
bag and glanced back at him. "Are you headed to La Mage now?"


"Yeah. Let's grab a cab together.
Maybe we can chat about the various events coming up this week. I want to try
and hit most of them if you're up for it." He wrestled his over-sized bag
to his side and nodded toward the door. "You grab the cab. I'll meet you
there in a minute. I need to go to the bathroom. Actually, can you drag my bag
with you?"


I took a sharp breath and nodded, wanting
very much to be a dick, but knowing it would do no good. "Yeah. I'll see
you out there."


"Good man." He winked and walked
off as my eyes moved across the hordes of people that walked from the main
terminal to the baggage claim area. Viv was nowhere in sight, but some part of
me wanted one more encounter with her. It was silly and rather childish, but I
couldn't help but stand there for a few, elongated minutes. 


Turning on my heel, I walked languidly to
the exit and moved to the line of yellow cabs, getting behind the ten people
who were waiting, their voices a chorus of excitement. I couldn't remember the
last time I was on vacation, and I wasn't now either. The feeling of
anticipation was almost dead inside of me, but contemplating running into the
cute girl from my flight left it swirling in the pit of my stomach.


"Damn," I growled and turned
back to watch the door. Maybe I should
just go back in and wait for her. A drink wouldn't hurt anything. A night of
dancing? Making love until the morning and letting her go? It doesn't have to
be a relationship, right? 


"Next!" A gruff voice called
from behind me, and surprisingly, I turned to find the line gone. 


"Right. Thanks. I'm headed downtown
to La Mage." I worked to help the guy get my and Kevin's bags in the back
of the car. "My co-worker is–”


"Right here." Kevin moved up
beside the car and got in without offering to help with the bags. 


Typical
ass.


"No problem, man. Get in, and I'll
have you down there in a jiffy." The cab driver closed the trunk and moved
to his side of the car. 


I paused and glanced back over my shoulder
before giving up on having one more chance encounter with Vivian. 


After getting in the car, I worked on my
seatbelt and turned to find Kevin watching me with uncomfortable intensity.


"What?" I asked. 


"Nothing. Just wondering why you're
not married. Seems weird to me." He shrugged and worked to get something
out of his teeth. 


I adverted my attention from him and
leaned back in the seat, turning my head to watch the people walk from the
airport building. "I just haven't found the right girl. Forever is a long
time."


"Ahhh, so you're a romantic who
believes in true love and such. Not at all the type of guy I pegged you to
be." He chuckled.


I turned my head toward him. "No? And
what kind of guy did you peg me to be?"


"The turn and burn kind. You're
young, obviously smart, good looking... And don't forget, I've seen you in a
few meetings that didn't go well. You know how to handle yourself and how to
shut someone down pretty quickly." He sucked at his teeth once more and
shrugged. "Romantic wouldn't have been on the list."


"I'm not a romantic, or at least I
don't think I am." I closed my eyes and ran my hand down my face.
"I'm far too focused on my career right now to even think about it, to be
perfectly honest. Marriage and family isn't on my radar at all right now."


"I get that. I turn the ladies down
all the time because they're far too needy nowadays." 


I kept my eyes closed and simply nodded,
hoping like hell he would shut up and leave me be. He was full of hot air, and
if it were up to me, his days would be significantly limited. He was an ass to
the restaurants he serviced, and I'd yet to see a favorable write up from him
in the two years I'd been with my employer. 


"We're here," the cabbie called
out from the front seat. "Credit or cash?"


"You got this, right?" Kevin
opened his door and got out without waiting for my reply. 


"Yeah. I guess." I pulled out my
card and let my eyes scan the beautiful design at the front of the resort. It
was one of my favorites and I was glad to be back in Florida, though I was a
New Yorker through and through. 


Vivian moved past my mind's eyes again,
her pretty blue eyes watching me over the top of her drink as she seemingly
played with my emotions. She had no clue of her power as a beautiful woman.
She'd been through something recently from what I could tell, and now that I'd
lost the chance to ask what, I was kicking myself. I shouldn't have wanted to
know, but I did.


I paid, got out of the car and took a deep
breath. The salty goodness of the ocean filled my senses and I lifted my hands
to the heavens and stretched, taking a moment to enjoy the beauty around me. 


"Mr. Parks. So nice to have you back
with us again, Sir." An older gentleman in a nice suit walked from the
hotel and extended his hand. "I'm Jeffry Bryan. One of the managers here
at La Mage."


"Jeffry, of course. I remember
you." I extended my hand and shook his firmly. "This is my co-worker,
Kevin Jarrett. He'll be sampling some of the new dishes you have in your
restaurants this year."


"Ah yes..." The manager turned
and extended his hand to Kevin. "I believe we've met as well."


"I don't remember you at all, actually."
Kevin shook his hand as I cringed. The man had no class at all. 


"Well, thanks for hosting us again
this year. We're going to get settled in this afternoon, and then I'd like to
meet with your hospitality manager around five, if possible." I picked up
my bag as someone rushed toward me, taking it and welcoming me warmly. 


The two models at the door offered their
greeting as well, which was a nice touch from my previous visit. Where I might
expect them to be stiff and uppity, they weren't at all. Both the male and
female were warm in their greeting and conversational to the guest that moved
in alongside me. 


"I will arrange that, no worries. We
have you in a penthouse suite tonight and other various sizes of rooms
throughout the week. I remember that you like to try out everything while
you're here." Jeffry motioned for me to move up to the checkout. "One
of our staff will get you checked in and settled. Come down a few minutes
before five and we'll have a room set up for you to talk with Brian. He's new
to us, but I think you'll find him pleasant."


"Excellent." I turned and moved
into the VIP line for check-in. The brilliant, silky, red locks of a pretty
girl just to my right grabbed my attention and my breath caught in my chest.
Viv?


"Why do you get to stay in the
penthouse and I have to have a regular room?" Kevin grumbled as he moved
up beside me in the non-VIP line. The scowl on his face almost caused my lip to
turn up in a smirk, but I forced myself to behave. No need to egg the poor guy
on unless he kept pressing his luck. He would find a reason to be pissy no matter what. He didn't need my help with it, but
he’d get some if he wasn’t careful. 


"I'm here testing out their resort,
Kev. I have to experience everything from decor to food to the hotel rooms. My
write up covers everything. Yours covers the dining experience. You should feel
lucky that they didn't give you a cot in the kitchen." I smirked at him as
his face shaded red. 


"Whatever. I'm asking for an upgrade.
I'm an important client and if they want a good review on their culinary
offerings, then they'd better treat me well." He huffed and crossed his
arms over his chest. 


"Your opinion should be unbiased and
focused solely on the food." I lifted my eyebrow at him. "That's how
you critique, correct? If not, Jon should be made aware of the score card
you're using."


"Are you threatening me?" He
asked, his voice pinching slightly. 


"Absolutely. Your ethics reflect the
company I'm investing my future in. Don't fuck around with it." I locked
my jaw and turned to pin him with a warning stare. 


He lifted his hands as the crimson on his
cheeks bled to white. "Alright. Damn. I was just saying."


"Well don't." I turned to the
front and moved up as the pretty redhead and her blonde friend moved down toward
the elevators. It was Viv and Casey. I pressed my hands to the counter in front
of me and let my eyes follow her, memorizing how well her small rear fit into
her jeans. 


"Mr. Parks. Nice to have you with us.
Will you need just one key?" 


I bit my bottom lip as I contemplated how
fun it would be to have a fling with her. Was she up for it? Here she was at
the same hotel as me. Was I up for it?


"No. I'll take two." I turned
back to face the woman. 


"Sounds good. We'll switch your room
each afternoon at three, and I'll be sure to leave a note in your file that you
are to receive a text with the new room numbers. The card will work without
fail as you shift around. Should you need anything at all, just let us know." The woman smiled
and handed me the cards. "Don't forget the penthouse has a code, too. It's four-one-five."


"Excellent." I picked up my bag
and walked toward the elevator. Kevin's voice rose up behind me as if he were
owed something by the hotel for simply being there. I shook my head, pressed
the button and pulled out my phone, putting in a call to my boss. 


"This is Jon." He was out of
breath, which gave me pause. 


"Bad time, boss?" I asked. 


"No. Just got done with my mid-day
run. You in Florida?"


"Yeah. Kevin is here as well." I
moved over to let more people in the elevator and wondered why the hell I
didn't wait a few minutes to call. Idiot.


"Oh yeah? That will be nice to have
someone to hang out with in your down time."


"Try again. The guy's a jerk, Jon. We
need to look for someone else. He has no ethics and he thinks that everyone
owes him something." I moved out of the elevator as we reached the top
floor and typed in the code on my key before slipping it into the reader. 


"He's a little unconventional, but
honestly he's a great writer and it's hard as hell to find a food critic that
has the ability to express flavor and write well. Most of their time is spent
giving less-than-stellar reviews. You know how it is."


"I do, but we can do better than him.
He's an embarrassment to the company."


"Find someone, and I'll interview
them. Good luck with it,
too. They're hard as hell to find with experience."


"Are we looking for experience or can
we perhaps think about talking with someone green, just out of college?" I
walked into the room and felt a fluttering of regret. I should have had a
beautiful woman by my side to enjoy the room with. It was extravagant and bled
lust and wealth. 


"I'm willing to talk to someone if we
think we can mold them.”


"Let me call you back. I just got into
my room. I need to take a few notes on the experience. Later." I dropped
the call and pressed the audio recorder on my phone. "Extravagant,
breath-taking, luxurious. The room is spacious and built for housing an
all-night party with the rich and famous. The view from the living room balcony
is befitting a king, and the crimson and gold decor reminds me of old money. I
need a glass of brandy and a robe...but don't we all?"


I turned the recording off and pulled out
my stylus, starting to take notes as I moved room to room analyzing, judging, critiquing. There was
very little I could find wrong with the penthouse, which would be a golden
jewel in the resort’s proverbial crown. 


The fact that I couldn't shake Viv from my
mind during the entire tour was a bit unnerving. I stood in stony silence at
the entrance to the master bedroom and let my imagination go wild. The bed was
large enough for a family of five to spread out comfortably, but how exquisite
it would be to have the pretty girl in her panties and bra, laid out before me?
Her hair spayed wildly along the silk sheets and that sultry look in her eyes
that said she was more than ready for a long night of staining each other with
our lust. 


My body hardened, and I groaned, sliding
my hand over my erection as it pressed against my slacks. Why was I having a
hard time not thinking about a woman I just fucking met? It made no sense, and
yet there she was...already in the middle of my fantasies. It had to be because
of my family's belief in fate. They felt that there were no coincidences. I'd
run into Vivian in the airport because we were meant to meet. She was my
seatmate because she was meant to be in my life. 


She was checking into the same hotel as me
because she would most certainly be in my bed. 


I chuckled at my faulty reasoning and
pulled out my phone, glancing down at her number once more and letting out a
long sigh. If we were meant to be anything other than a casual oddity, then we
would be. 


I started to press the delete button, but
didn't. Instead, I dropped onto the bed face first, wanting a nap before I had
to begin the arduous task of analyzing everything around me. 
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Vivian



 


 

"I feel ridiculous in this." I
held my towel in front of me as we walked down the beach.


Casey reached over and tugged it away,
grimacing at me. "You look fucking hot. Stop hiding yourself, silly. You
have the best body of anyone I know."


"You don't get out much, do ya?" I smirked and pulled the towel away. "It's
all those years of playing volleyball and swimming, though I think guys
actually prefer a little more meat on a girl’s bones. I want to be curvy like
you."


"Yeah, we call this fat in my
house." She winked at me and pointed ahead of us. "Enough about us.
Let's talk about them."


A group of guys stood around a margarita
hut that was situated in the middle of the sand, just a hundred feet from the
crashing waves. They were laughing loudly and trying to talk over each other. 


"No thanks. Grab me a drink while
you're over there. I'll go get us a seat on this crowded beach." I smiled,
pulling my sunglasses down and doing an about-face. I wasn't shy around guys,
but grabbing the attention of a gaggle of them was out completely. 


Casey was a ham and wanted everyone’s
attention, which I was good with. She'd always been out in front in our
relationship, and I was rather comfortable with my supporting role to the
princess. 


A laugh left me as I laid out my towel and
dropped down onto the cold sand. The sun pulsed above me in the cloudless sky,
but its warmth was thwarted by the cool breeze coming off of the ocean. 


Closing my eyes, I let my head drop back
and let out a slow breath. Nothing could disturb the peace that wrapped around
me. My life back in New York could stay there for the week. Casey was right. I
needed the vacation more than I could have imagined. 


"You missed out." She dropped
down in the sand next to me and pressed something cold to my bare shoulder. 


I yelped and sat up, turning to threaten
her as a good-looking guy dropped down in the sand next to her and lifted his
beer to me. 


"Hey." He smiled and nodded to
Casey. "Your friend here says you guys are from New York. I've always
wanted to visit."


"Me too," a deep voice resounded
on my other side, and I jerked around to see a muscled guy leaning toward me. 


"Here's your beer." Casey wagged
the sweaty bottle in front of me, and I yanked it from her grasp and gave her a
look. 


"You bring the party with you every
time, don't you?" I pressed the bottle to my lips and turned from Casey to
the guy beside me. "I'm Vivian. Nice to meet you."


"Chase. Pleasure’s all mine, good
looking." He winked and pressed his shoulder against mine. "You guys wanna come out for drinks and dancing tonight?"


"Sure," Casey responded a little
too quickly. 


"Maybe. We just got in, so I think we
were hoping to scope out the place a little before making any plans." I
took another drink of my beer and sighed internally as some of the guys behind
us called for their friends to rejoin them. 


"Casey, you got my digits,
right?" The meathead beside my friend asked as he watched me with
interest. 


"Sure did." Casey pushed at his
shoulder playfully as I dropped back down into the sand and ignored the
behemoth next to me. "They were cute, right?"


I turned my head so that I could see her
better. "Is that a joke?"


She laughed and stretched out beside me.
"Well, they're no hottie with a thick wallet
from the plane, but they were pretty to look at."


"Speaking of the guy from the
plane..." I bit my lip, wondering how much to divulge to my bestie. It was
more than obvious that she was interested in Easton too, but the question was
whether I was or not. "Do you believe in fate?"


"Fate? Naw,
I mean, not really." She brushed my hair from my face as she propped her
head up on her hand. "Why? You think that was fate that had you running
into him more than once?"


"I don't know. I don't think
so." I shrugged as best I could while lying down. "I need to let it
go, but something about it is nagging me."


"So then let's do this...if you see
him again while we're here, let's call it fate. If you don't, then it was just
an odd by-chance sorta thing." She sat up and
pulled her knees up to her chest as she looked out toward the water. 


"That sounds fair." I ran my
fingers through my hair rhythmically until my eyes grew heavy. "We should
get up and do something. I'm going to pass out if we just lay here."


"You slept on the flight. What's up
with you? You coming down with something?" A concerned look slid across
her features.


I sat up and picked up my beer, taking a
long drink of it before responding. "No, just haven't been sleeping well
at night. I know it's stupid, but having Jackson cheat on me really did a
number on my mental state."


"How so?" She turned her
attention to me, her expression a bit tight. 


"I just feel like maybe I deserved it
somehow. I know it's stupid, but if I was prettier or sexier or–”


"Shut that shit up. That's the
dumbest thing you've said since we were kids and you thought a quarterback was
a refund." She pressed her arm to mine and pushed against me a little as I
chuckled. 


"I know it is, I just can't figure
out why, Casey. Ten years of being together and now it's all over because he
slept around on me. Why would he do that? What was missing that he was looking
for?" I fought back tears. "I want to forgive him, but we're not
talking about a onetime mistake, but a series of times that he slept with other
girls. This has been happening for years. How are we supposed to get past
that?"


"You're not supposed to get over
that. You're supposed to take time to heal, and then let things happen as they
may. The right guy will show up. I promise." She reached over and brushed
sand off my shoulder as I ignored the pity in her gaze. 


"I don't need a man. I'm fine just
like I am. If I decide I need sex, then I'll just have it." I shrugged and
got to my feet. "I'm going to walk the beach, and then you and I are going
to find one of those bicycle vendors. I've always wanted to ride on one of
those two-seaters. It's your lucky day. You're the extra rider."


"No freaking way. Do you know how
ridiculous we'd look?" She chuckled before leaning back and stretching
back out. "Not happening."


"Yeah it is. I don't care what you
say. I'm not trying to impress anyone, including you." I gave her a cheeky
grin and walked down to the edge of the water. It was a little depressing that
Easton hadn't called, but most likely a good thing. I needed time to find
myself again, and that was impossible to do under the attention of a handsome
man. And he was incredibly handsome. Visions of him brushed by my mind's eye as
I let the sun, the sand and the sound of the waves ushered in rest to my soul. 


*****


          
"That was a freaking blast!" I turned around and smiled at
Casey as we pulled the two-seater bike back up to the rental place. "I
love it. We need to get one for New York."


The look on her pretty face had me
cracking up. She didn't say a word, but didn't have to. We'd been friends so
long that I was well aware of what the tight line of her mouth meant. She would
never, ever be found on another two-seater bike with me. It was a shame. 


"You need a man to do this with, and
last I checked, that ain't me." She got off and
almost fell due to the height of the seat and her short stature. 


"Then I'll make sure to take one of
my future boyfriends on a bike-riding date."


"Good luck with that." She
glanced up at the sky. "You ready to head back to the hotel? I think I got
a little burnt. I don't want to add insult to injury."


"Yeah, besides, I'm starving."
My tummy rumbled as if to validate my words. 


"Me too. There was a taco shop a
block from the hotel. I read up on some of the restaurants before we left, and
that one is supposed to be the best in the city." She shrugged and turned
toward the beach as I returned the bike and rejoined her. 


"I love tacos, and the best in the
city sounds like my kind of place." I slid my arm into hers, locking us
together at the elbow as we walked back to the hotel. "Did I get burnt? It
feels like it."


She glanced toward me and nodded.
"Yeah, but somehow it looks good on you. I swear, I have no idea how you
don't have guys crawling all over you. You have to be one of the prettiest
girls I know."


I brushed the comment off and changed the
subject like I always did. Casey was as jealous of my looks as I was of hers.
"Can you believe graduation is coming up in two months?"


"No. I'm actually not looking forward
to it at all." She ran her fingers through her hair with her free hand.
"You know I went to visit my mom and them over Christmas. They were...
ugh."


"Yeah. You left me to fend against my
family alone. It was less than pleasant." I awarded her a look that
expressed my feelings perfectly. 


"Was your dad there?" She nodded
toward the small building beside the hotel across the street. "There's the
taco shop."


"Cool." I looked both ways
before jogging across the street and pulling her a little with me. "He was
there, but I think it would have been better if he wasn't."


"What happened with them? They used
to be so into each other. Did you ever find out what went wrong?" Casey
stopped at the door and seemed to be scanning it. "Good. We can wear our
bikinis."


I pulled away from her and lifted my bag
from my shoulder. "I have our t-shirts. You don't think we need
them?"


Three girls walked out of the door in
front of us wearing bathing suits that made ours look like full-coverage
jumpsuits. 


"I'd say no." She opened the
door and walked in with me at her heels. The smell of tortilla chips and
roasted tomatoes filled my senses, and I growled softly. I loved food more than
almost anything. 


"Let's order, and I'll tell you about
my folks. You owe me the rest of your conversation with your mother
anyway." I moved up to the counter and let my eyes scan the menu that
rested above the cashier’s head. "I'll take the Taco Madness
Platter." 


"Damn, Viv. That's five tacos. You
just want to share it?" Casey moved up beside me as I worked to get my
wallet from my bag. 


"Sure, but I want a bite of each of
them." I turned back to the cashier. "And two cokes please?"


We moved to the side and filled up our
drinks as I caught Casey chuckling over something that had to be running
through her head. 


"What? You know I'm going to be a
food critic eventually. I always look for the meal that lets me try as much as
possible." I poked her side. 


"I know. I'm just laughing at the
fact that you eat like a linebacker and look like a runway model. It's
disturbing on so many levels."


"Hush." I popped her outer thigh
and moved to get our taco platter. "Even if I wasn't going to make food a
part of my career, I would still eat like this. I'm a foodie. The gym and I
have become close friends over the last few years, and you know how much I hate
working out. It's somehow worth it."


She grabbed some napkins and walked with
me to the only available booth in the place. Several guys turned to watch us,
but I assumed they were looking at Casey. She was the curvy, cheerleader type
that guys seemed to like. I was tall, thin, and a ginger. Funny how having red
hair seemed to matter more than it should. 


I dropped down onto my side of the booth
and pulled out a small notepad before unwrapping the tacos one at a time.
"Tell me about your visit with your mom while I test these tacos
out."


Casey leaned back and nursed her coke, her
eyes moving along our meal as she spoke. "She's not happy about my
decision to leave the cheerleading team at NYU."


"You did that over a year ago."
I glanced up.


"I know, but I just told her about
it. You know how she is about wanting me to do everything she did, and be what
she is, and marry a man like she did." Casey's face contorted as if she'd
eaten a lemon.


"She hates your dad."


"Right?" My best friend let out
a long sigh. "I don't know. She's pissed about me changing my major a few
years back. I want to help people, and counseling in the schools seemed the
best plan of action. She wants me to be an accountant or lawyer or
doctor."


I picked up the mango chicken taco and
examined it. "That's not you at all, unless you were doing pro-bono
work."


"Which would get old after a while.
I'd be the only broke lawyer in the state." She gave me a cheeky grin.


A handsome, dark-skinned guy moved up to
the table and pressed his hands to the top of it as he glanced between us. The
smooth curves of his chest and stomach muscles were on complete display as he
looked like he'd just come in from the beach as well. 


"Hi girls. Just wanted to stop by and
let you know that we're having ladies night at Halla
every night this week." He pulled a card from his back pocket and dropped
it on the table. "Hope to see you there."


"You just might," I mumbled,
getting lost in the beauty of his eyes. They had to be the lightest blue I'd
ever seen. He smiled and walked toward the next table as Casey picked up the
card. 


I took a bite of the taco and closed my
eyes briefly, letting the flavors roll over my tongue as I identified the
ingredients. I opened my eyes and jotted down a quick description of the taco
and the experience it provided. 


"My turn." Casey reached for the
taco in my hand, and I gladly gave it to her. 


"It's delicious, but a little
hot."


"I like them hot." She wagged
her eyebrows. "Like I like my men."


"Brother..." I picked up another
and moved through the rest slowly, taking time to enjoy each of them. My dream
of being a food critic wasn't something I could see in my near future, but I
had a hard time giving up on it. I'd wanted it for far too long. 


We finished our meal and cleaned up,
depositing our trash by the door before walking into the cool, late afternoon
weather. I wrapped my arms around myself and glanced back at Casey. 


"I can see why people love that
place. It was delicious, fresh and authentically unique."


"You have such a way with
words." She slid her arm back into mine. "Tell me about your folks.
How are Linda and Mark?"


"Same as the last time I visited.
They're still living together, but I can't imagine either of them going on like
they are for much longer. It's so weird too..." I paused, trying to get a
hold of myself. I didn't want to be emotional. Our day had been too fun to ruin
it with tears. "They used to be the epitome of a love story, you know?"


"Yeah. I remember thinking your dad
was dreamy, and that if I could just have what your parents had, I'd be
set." Casey released me as we walked into the lobby of the hotel.
"What happened? Any clue?"


"No. I don't know. I haven't asked my
mom about it, and she hasn't offered any information. Everything changed
earlier this year though. I would assume one of them cheated on the other, but
it's a thought I just can't entertain." I shrugged and turned, stopping
dead in my tracks as Easton walked off the elevator and our eyes met. 


"That's because you're going through
something like that now. I'd not wish that on anyone. I just can't imagine Mark
hurting Linda." Casey stopped a little ahead of me and turned around.
"You coming? What's up?"


"Fate, I think," I whispered
under my breath, not quite sure how I felt about the handsome businessman being
a part of my day once more so soon. 


"Vivian. Casey." He stopped
beside Casey and smiled. "Sorry I haven't called yet. It's been crazy and
I'm working all week while I'm here. Looks like you guys found the beach by the
burn you’re both sporting."


His smile was warm and sexy, though he
probably had no idea. His dark hair a little disheveled and his green eyes only
for me. 


"We did. It's beautiful out
there." I glanced around. "Don't tell me you're staying here with us.
I'm going to label you as a stalker soon."


He chuckled. "I was going to say the
same thing."


"We're going to change and then have
a drink in the lobby. You wanna join us?" Casey
asked him.


"I'd love to, but really, I have a
hundred things to do in the next few days and almost every minute is filled
with something." He glanced at Casey for only a moment before turning his
gaze back to me. I hadn't been in the dating game much over the last few years,
namely due to being with Jackson since junior high, but something told me that Easton
was stretching the truth in order to not hang out with us. 


"No worries. Have fun where you can
this week. Hope you get all of your stuff done." I moved toward Casey and
tugged her with me. "Come on. Shower, change, and liquor."


"And boys," she mumbled, her
head turning back toward him. She was ballsy and wanted him to know that she
found him attractive. 


I, on the other hand, would have melted
into a puddle of embarrassment had he known just how tight my stomach was
thanks to his presence alone. 


"Damn," Casey grumbled as the
elevator doors closed behind us. "He's perfect for you, and yet I can't
help wanting him for myself."


"Have him. I'm not interested in
chasing a man, and he's obviously not interested in me." I shrugged and
leaned back against the wall, closing my eyes and letting the image of him
steal my thoughts. "He is beautiful though, right?"


"Insanely so," she whispered all
dreamy-like.
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I was almost too tired to meet with Brian,
La Mage's hospitality manager, but if I shifted my schedule even a little, I
wouldn't get in all of the meetings I had booked that week. The idea of having
a little bit of fun was still very much on my radar, but it would have to be
later. The beautiful girl that I'd once again bumped into out in the lobby was
exactly the type of woman I wanted that fun to happen with. Her beautiful skin
was lightly dusted with sand, and her slight sunburn only accentuated the radiance
of her crimson locks and blue eyes. 


My heart raced as I watched her go, but it
was best for me to leave things be. We would run into each other over the
course of the week, no doubt. Maybe by Thursday I would let my guard down a
little. If she kept presenting herself in tiny bikinis it would be sooner than
later. It took me twenty seconds of splashing cold water on my face in the
bathroom to calm my libido down. It'd been a little too long since I'd taken a
woman to my bed. It never worked out well for me to have a one-night stand.
Either I wanted more, or they did, but never both of us at the same time. 


"You must be Mr. Parks." A tall
gangly guy extended his hand to me as I walked into the conference room to my
left. 


"Call me Easton, please. I assume
you're Brian?" I shook the man's hand and took the seat he offered me. 


"I am. I've heard a lot about you.
We're glad to have you back with us. I've kept up with most of your articles.
You have quite a way with words. Ever thought about being a novelist instead of
a resort critic?" He sat back in his chair and clasped his hands over his
stomach. 


"Not really. I love finding the good
and bad in places and people. I don't believe that anything is black or white.
It's the gray I'm searching for." I pulled a pad of paper from my
briefcase and opened the list of questions I'd prepared back in New York for
the meeting. 


"I like it."


"Thanks. Tell me about the models at
the door. Why are they there and when were they implemented?" I focused on
my interviewee, though my mind continued to move far from the room. I could
appear to be attentive over the next few minutes with Brian, but then I needed
an hour to myself. Something about the fact that I kept running into Vivian was
bugging me. Was I supposed to ask her out for a drink? Was she supposed to be
part of my future?


We wrapped up the meeting, and I shook the
hospitality manager's hand once more before walking out the door and turning to
make a beeline for the elevator. 


"East," Kevin called to me, and
I turned, not surprised at all that the portly bastard had two drinks in his
hands and three girls around him, giggling about something. 


"Hey buddy." I didn't move
toward him, but gave him my attention. "Day go good?"


"Great. I love this place. Go change
and meet me down here for a drink?"


The blonde on his left waved at me
playfully as her brunette friend stepped out of the small crowd. "Yeah,
come down and have a drink with us. You're cute."


"There's plenty to share." Kevin
lifted his eyebrows at me. 


"Right. I'll think about it." I
turned and pressed the button on the elevator, ignoring the girls grumbling
about my lackadaisical response. If I wasn't spending the night across a table
with Vivian, I sure as hell wasn't doing it with some giggling stranger. 


She's
a stranger. Right. Why doesn't it feel like it?


I got off on the top floor and pressed the
code to the penthouse, inserted my key, and kicked off my shoes the minute I
was inside. Why was I being so stiff about having a drink with her? I liked her
company for sure, and was rather disappointed when she went to sleep on the
plane instead of talking with me. 


"Your career comes first. This never
works out for you." I moved to the balcony and glanced out at the city as
the sun started to make its way behind the clouds. 


The remembrance of seeing her in her tiny
bikini rolled over me and my body responded violently. The delicious swell of
her breasts above the black triangles that covered her was only outdone by her
curves as she walked away from me. 


I brushed my hand down the front of my pants
and groaned, closing my eyes and pressing my head to the glass in front of me.
"One night. Would she give me one night?"


Somehow I figured the answer might be yes,
but a huge part of me knew that I'd be a bastard for asking for it, and one or
both of us might end up scarred by it. 


I shook off my need and changed into a
pair of jeans, boots, and a soft cotton button down before checking my hair and
making my way back down to the bar. 


Kevin was thankfully alone as I approached
him. 


"Where's your posse?" I slid
onto the barstool beside him and gave him a cocky grin. 


"Fuck you, Easton. You have it easy
with your good looks and youth. At my age, I gotta
work for attention from women."


"You need to get married and have
some kids." I gave him a sideways glance before turning to the bartender
and ordering a beer. "Is that not something you want for yourself?"


"Yeah, but with all this traveling,
it's not exactly easy. I'll be forty soon, and I really thought I would have
found someone by now, you know?"


A pretty woman with short black hair moved
up on the other side of me and pressed her forearms to the bar top as she
glanced over at me. "Hi handsome. Me and my
friend noticed that you didn't have a girl beside you. Want one? Or two?"


Kevin scoffed as I shook my head. "My
girl's back home, but thanks for the offer. Hope you find someone worth your
beauty tonight."


She gave me a cute frown and walked away
as Kevin made a sound of disgust. 


"See? I swear it's your dark hair and
tan. Girls go wild over that." He ran his hand over his bald head and took
a long drink of his beer as I turned to watch him. 


"I think it's more about the way you
carry yourself. You act like you're owed something, and you're not." I
took a drink of my beer and turned to scan the room, praying like hell that
Vivian would show up. Fate was playing games with us, and though I knew it
wasn't at all something I should desire, I wanted to dare it a little where the
bombshell was concerned. 


"You know that our position comes
with an air of authority and confidence. People love our work; they praise us
and beckon to us. It's hard not to let that power go to your head." He sat
his beer down and let out a sigh. "Especially when it's all you got."


"I guess, but maybe you should start
looking for other things to fill up your life. A hobby, a friend, your
faith...something."


"Maybe, but for now, I'm just going
to stick to good food and beautiful women. Take your sense of reason and shove
it." He glanced at me before getting off of his barstool. "I'm going
to mingle. Care to come?"


"Nope, and don't bring anyone over
here either. I'm not interested." I pinned him with a warning stare before
pulling out my phone. 


He chuckled sardonically. "And you're
giving me relationship advice. Please."


I ignored him and stared at Viv's number,
trying to think through the future as if I had a crystal ball. I couldn't offer
the girl any more than a few fun nights and maybe an afternoon of playing on
the beach together. While it sounded like bliss to indulge in just those few
moments, I knew myself far too well to press the send button and call her. 


I'd fall in love like I always did, and
wake up quite disappointed a few months later when my lifestyle had effectively
pushed the pretty girl away from me. 


"No thanks," I mumbled. It had
been three years since I'd had a girlfriend, and the last one was just a
passing bit of fun in college. Nothing had developed between me and the girls I
dated post-college other than a bit of hot, sweaty passion. 


I took another long drink of my beer and
shook away the need to over-analyze the situation. We were both grown adults.
If I invited her down for a beer and we ended up making love, then it would be
consensual. Or maybe we could just talk the night away. 


"Dangerous," I mumbled and
glanced up as the old bartender eyed me. "Talking to myself. Sorry."


"It's alright, son. We all do
it." He moved in front of me and wiped the bar-top down. "About a
woman, no doubt?"


"Yeah. I bumped into a pretty girl at
the airport today, literally, then she ended up being in the seat right next to
me on the flight."


His eyes widened a little. "Oh,
that's interesting."


"Then I saw her in the lobby here a
few hours ago. She's just so beautiful, but I'm not ready for another
relationship. Women are too damn complex and I don't have time to hand-hold
someone through my life." I shrugged, realizing how fucking cynical I was
becoming. 


"Three times in one day?" His
eyebrow lifted. "Sounds like something is brewing in the background
whether you want it to or not."


"I'm thinking you're right." I
lifted my phone and glanced down at it. "Now I'm just trying to talk
myself out of calling her to come down here. Nothing good can come of it."


He chuckled. "You think far too much
for your own good. Call the girl. Nothing bad can come of it either. A little
bit of fun, or a drink and a good conversation does the soul good. When was the
last time you had either?"


"It's been a while." I put the
phone down and took another drink of the beer. "Do you have a food menu?
I'm starving."


"I do, but how about you invite your
new friend down here for a quick drink and ask her to dinner? No reason to eat
alone when it doesn't sound like you have to." He tapped the bar top, and
I nodded. 


"Maybe you're right. A drink, dinner,
a conversation. It doesn't have to be anything more than that."


"Exactly. No wedding bells. Just the
dinner bell." The old man smiled and I couldn't help but chuckle at his
openness. 


"Thanks." I dialed Viv's number,
not quite sure what I was going to say, but it was now or never. 


"This is Vivian." The subtle
sexiness in her voice couldn't have been on purpose, and yet it shot an arrow
straight through me. 


"Hey, Viv. It's Easton. We met on the
plane today." I held my breath, praying that she wouldn’t be a bitch about
making me explain who I was, as if our three chance encounters meant nothing to
her. 


"Hi, Easton. What's up?" 


"I was having a drink in the bar
downstairs, and I thought I would see if you were interested in joining me. My
meeting ended earlier than expected. I'm sure you have plans, but I wanted–”


"Sure. I'll be down in thirty minutes
or so. I just need to shower and change." 


"Great. See you when you get
here." I dropped the call, sat the phone on the bar and drained my beer.
"I need another one of these."


The bartender took the empty bottle and
laughed. "Nervous?"


"For some ungodly reason, yes. This
girl is far beyond my paygrade." I brushed my fingers by my lips and tried
to ignore the images of her naked and soapy in the shower. It wouldn't take
much for me to be fully turned on by her, which wouldn't benefit anyone. I'd
have to hold myself to my two-beer limit. Any more than that and I'd be a
little more aggressive than she might appreciate. 


"Those are the fun ones. Good luck
and have fun, kid." He handed me the beer and moved down to help someone
else. 


I turned to watch the crowd and ignored
the stares I got from various women around the room. There was beauty
everywhere, but it was usually a facade for the angst underneath. Vivian didn't
strike me as a bitch, but hopefully I would figure that out tonight. 


Best to know what I was getting myself
into before offering her a few more dates later that week. I rolled my eyes and
released a breath I didn't realize I was holding. An hour ago, I was discarding
the thought of calling her at all, and now, I was planning out the week with
her stuck right in the middle of it. Why did attraction turn the most logical
people into blubbering, wishy-washy idiots?


Why was it doing a serious number on me?


I glanced up a few minutes later as she
stopped at the door to the bar, her hair down and covering her shoulders, her
dress white and feminine as it hugged her thin waist and flared out over her
hips. Bright blue sandals and a little bit of jewelry and the woman was
stunning. 


Lifting my hand, I caught her attention
and prepared myself for a battle that was soon to be fought deep inside of me.
My pulse had quickened, my heart contracting, my body aching. 


"Hey. Glad you changed your
mind." She stopped beside me and gave me a shy smile. 


"Me too. Come have a beer with
me." I patted the seat next to me and tried hard not to breathe in the
aroma of her perfume. It wouldn't help any of the insanity pumping through me.
What was it about her that drove me toward wanting her so badly?


"I'd love that. One beer and then
you're taking me to get something to eat. I'm starving." She sat down on
the barstool next to me, her eyes moving to the bartender as I studied her. 


"You look beautiful." I let the
words escape me before I could deny her anything. 


"You're not so bad yourself."
She gave me a sideways glance before ordering a drink. 


I could do this. Drinks, dinner,
conversation. Nothing else I promised myself, and subsequently hated myself for
it. 


I wanted much more than what I had
planned, but that was usually my signal to run. 


Not
this time, or at least, not yet. 
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Sitting next to him at the bar left me
wishing I had taken Casey up on her offer to join us. It was too much like a
date, and some part of me wanted the attention of the handsome man beside me,
though it would do nothing but end after a week of getting to know each other. 


A drink and dinner. Nothing else. 


I took the beer the bartender offered and
turned a little to focus more on Easton. His dark jeans hugged his hips and I
couldn't help but take in the fullness of the attraction that I felt toward
him. 


"So are you up for dinner, or is
another handsome guy taking me tonight?" I lifted my eyebrow at him. I was
the shy type until I got into a conversation with someone one-on-one. Then, and
only then, I could hold my own. Crowds left me a little overwhelmed. 


"I'm just glad I'm in the handsome
guy category, but yeah. Let's take these beers and walk down the strip. There's
a ton of good places to try. The taco stand next door is killer." He
touched my lower back as I got up and moved toward the door with him. 


I was forced to stifle a shiver at the
simple gesture. Not good. 


"Casey and I ate there for a late
lunch. It was delicious." I wrapped my arms around myself as the breeze
picked up and danced around us upon our exit. 


"One of my favorites. Let's try this
Latin place just down on the left. It's new and I've been wanting to give it a
go." He glanced over at me and smiled. 


"I honestly didn't think you were
going to call." I focused on the beach in front of us, not wanting to trip
and eat it in front of my handsome pseudo-date. 


"I wasn't. These trips always wear me
out, but it's a life I love. After seeing each other three times today, I
figured I'd be fucking with fate if I didn't at least take you to dinner."
He chuckled, and I let the various sarcastic responses that rose up in me fall
away. No need to chide him at the beginning of the meal. Fate had nothing to do
with us running into each other. I didn't care what Casey thought. It was dumb
and belonged in a fiction novel. 


"Well, then I guess I owe fate a
thank you for the free meal and the lovely view." I glanced back at him as
we walked into the restaurant. The atmosphere was pure Spanish chaos. Brilliant
colors decorated the walls, and people speaking foreign languages rushed about
helping various patrons. 


Easton's fingers brushed by my back as we
approached the hostess stand, and pressed in slightly as he leaned around me
and smiled at the hostess. "Two please."


"Of course." She picked up two menus
and nodded toward the back. "We have a great seat on the patio if you
don't mind the wind."


He looked down at me. "Viv?"


"I don't mind at all." I moved
from him and followed the girl as my heart hammered in my chest. It wasn't good
that I was winded simply from him touching me in the way any gentleman would.
The thought of brushing my lips by his or sliding my hand into his left me a
little breathless. Casey would have a great time making fun of me later that
night over it all. I smiled at the thought. 


"Here we are." The woman pulled
out my seat and laid the menus down before disappearing. 


"I'll buy my own." I glanced up
as my eyes met Easton's dark green gaze. 


"No you're not." He smirked.
"Women these days. Won't even let a guy buy you a meal."


"It's not that, silly." I put
the menu down and tilted my head as I studied him. "I told you I want to
be a food critic. I've been working on my skills for the last six to seven
years in culinary arts. I usually order a huge sampler platter and eat a third
of it. I want to taste everything that I can, but I'd hate for you to spend
money and me not actually eat most of the food."


"Get the sampler and we'll share it.
You can eat what you want, and I'll play cleanup crew." He shrugged and
slid his hands into his lap. I watched him, unable to say anything, but needing
to memorize just how beautifully his features complemented each other. I wasn't
spending the night with him, but my dreams would be filled with all sorts of
depravity with him on center stage. I wanted to get it right. 


"What?" He asked, his voice
losing steam. 


"I'm just taken by you." I
picked up the menu and pressed my teeth into my bottom lip as I worked through
the various offerings.


"Taken by me? I like the sound of
that." He chuckled and picked up his menu as the waitress approached.
After ordering two different fruity margaritas, I returned to my search. 


He was watching me when I glanced up, the
subtle desire in his eyes only masked by the warm smile on his full lips.
"Did you find what you want?"


"Yeah," I mumbled. My response
was a double entendre on so many levels, but I dismissed it, not wanting to
fall for him just yet, or so hard that I had my heart broken again so suddenly.
"Let's get to know each other a little better. Perhaps we're damned to
become great friends."


"I like the sound of that, too."
He picked up a chip from the basket in the center of the table. "If you
need to take notes or voice record as you try each dish, ignore me and do it.
My co-worker Kevin does it all the time when we eat together. He’s a food
critic for the company I work for. I'm used to it."


I smiled and put my phone on the table
next to me. "Awesome. I didn't want to appear too odd just yet."


"I like odd, especially when it looks
like you do." He picked up another chip and took our drinks from the
waitress, trying the strawberry one as I tried the mango one.
"Switch."


I ignored his compliment and took his
drink, giving him mine. I tried the chilly, pink liquid. I was almost surprised
that he was willing to drink after a complete stranger, but I never was one to
care too much about germs. Jackson hated sharing anything, even with me. 


"Which do you like best?" he
asked and sat his drink down. 


"The strawberry one." I picked
up my phone and typed in a few notes, not yet comfortable with voice recording
in front of him. He'd yet to take his eyes off of me, which left me feeling
rather adored, and yet slightly exposed. 


"Then keep that one with you."
He picked up another chip. "Tell me more about your love of food. I work
for a company that critiques resorts and hotels all over the world. We have
several food critics that we utilize, but I'm hoping that we move toward a more
focused model where we hire eight to ten that exclusively work for us."


"I'm just a foodie with the ability
to express myself well, I guess." I shrugged and picked up a few chips,
sampling the dips that lay on the table between us. "I hope to one day
work for a company like yours, or perhaps find a clear path to creating a name
for myself. Then, maybe I can get my reviews to actually hold clout."


"That takes a lot of time, but it's
worth it. I've been with the company for two years and have already worked my
way through the ranks quite well. That wasn't without sacrifice though."
He took another sip of his drink, his tongue snaking out to lick at the salt on
the rim of the glass. 


My stomach tightened as I entertained
thoughts of how sexy it would be to slide into his lap and taste the drink from
his tongue. Stop it. 


I'd never been promiscuous before, but
then being in a long-term relationship really left no room for that. Funny how
Jackson had been the exact opposite, getting the best of both worlds. 


"Hey. You alright? Your pretty smile
turned into a frown." He reached across the table and brushed his fingers
over my hand. 


"Yeah. I just went through a really
nasty breakup a month back. Just can't seem to shake it." I shrugged, not
really wanting to talk about Jackson or my laundry list of shit that followed
me around all the time. 


"I knew something was a little off on
the plane." He pulled his hand back as the food was delivered. "Not
that I know you that well, but I could see something weighing on you."


I glanced up at the server. "Just set
it in the middle of the table. We're sharing it."


"Lovely. I'll bring you two
plates." The girl smiled and sat the platter down. 


Breathing in deeply, I let my eyes scan
the plate and smiled. "This looks incredible."


"I agree. You'll have to give me the
pleasure of reading your write-up on the place. If it's good, perhaps I can
submit it to my boss for review. If nothing else, he could give you some
pointers. Hell, I could too. I do reviews for all parts of the company."
He took the plates the server brought back and handed me one. "If you
want."


"I would love that." I took my
plate and worked to get a good-sized bite of everything onto it before glancing
back up at the sexy man across from me. "What costs have you paid to be
where you are in your career? Is that why you're not married?"


"Married? I'm too young to be
married, or so I like to believe. My mother would tell you otherwise." He
rolled his eyes, and I couldn't help but laugh. 


"My mom used to talk about marriage
all the time too, but in the last few years she's laid off." I left the
part out where it was surely my dad's fault that her desire to tout marriage
was long gone. I needed to visit her soon and have a long heart-to-heart.
Something was up, and neither her nor my father were acting like themselves
much. 


"Lucky. My mom makes me feel like a
leper most days." He chuckled. "I had a few good relationships in
high school and college, but I've been out of school for two years now, and the
handful of girls I've asked out turned into nothing more than dinner and
dancing. They're looking for stability I guess, and with me moving about so
much, I have none to offer."


"You travel all the time?" I
took a small bite of a beef tamale and held up my hand. "Just a
minute."


Closing my eyes, I took in the flavors and
lifted my phone to my mouth, not caring who was in front of me. My passion to
taste the flavors of the world and report them overrode even my appearance
sometimes. 


"Smooth and a touch spicy, the sauce
brings about a delicious heat that permeates me completely and leaves me
desperate for more. The meat is undeniably beef, the grassy tones and earthy
complexity is a delight." I opened my eyes and turned the recording off.
"Sorry."


He stared at me, his mouth a little agape.
"Wow. You sure you shouldn't open up a website called Food Porn? I want to
eat ten of these just off of your description."


I laughed. "Too much?" 


"Um, no. Not nearly enough. I can't
say I've ever been turned on by a girl describing a tamale, but there's a first
for everything." He laughed. "Onto another topic before I
blush."


"You blush? You don't seem like the
type." My insides were dancing to the sound of butterfly wings as he
complimented me. The light dusting on his cheeks gave credence to him being
slightly turned on, which was exhilarating. 


"I blush more than I care to
say." He took a bite of his food and nodded. "It is delicious. Feel
free to do whatever you need to, I'm happy witnessing it."


"Now I'm going to blush." I
smirked and finished my tamale. "Tell me about your travel schedule."


"It's fifty weeks a year. I'm home
maybe Saturday and Sunday a few times a month. I usually work Monday through
Friday and then use the weekends to explore the places I'm sent. The company
pays for my stay as a thank you for selling them my soul." He picked up
his drink and watched me as he brushed his tongue along the side of the glass
to gather salt once again. 


I adverted my eyes as a light sweat
covered my skin. The heat of the salsa mixed with him watching me was only the
start of my discomfort. I was a lightweight where alcohol was concerned, as
well. A few beers at the beach, another in the bar, and a margarita later, and
I was ready to slide into the booth next to him and snuggle up to his side. 


"That's a lot of traveling, but it
sounds like a great life." I grabbed a few chips and took my time enjoying
them as I beckoned my body to calm down a little. "Do you live in New
York?"


"Yeah. I love it there. My whole
family lives in the suburbs, but I'm downtown in Manhattan. The vibe and activity
keeps me feeling alive." He shrugged. 


"I get that." I picked up my
fork and smiled. "Now hush and give me a few minutes to analyze all of
this."


"Consider me part of the
audience." He winked and worked on his plate while I got lost in my own
world for a few minutes. The sexy smile on his lips only grew as I finished up
my fun and dropped my napkin into my lap.


"That was delicious. Thank you for
bringing me here. I love it."


"I'm going to take you everywhere
just to hear you moan over how good the food is. You should come with a warning
label." He wagged his eyebrows playfully, which pulled a chuckle from me. 


"And what would that be?" I
moved out of the booth and stood beside it. 


"Addictive, but only when she
eats?" He took the bill and pulled a card from his back pocket. 


"Only when I eat? You've seen nothing
yet." I gave a cheeky grin and turned. "I'm going to the restroom.
I'll meet you at the front."


My cockiness was only enhanced thanks to
the liquor. I needed a warning label on my forehead to warn everyone not to
give me more than two drinks. 


It was harmful to everyone involved. Most
of all...me. 
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Easton



 


 

I couldn't have forced myself not to stare
at her as she walked to the restroom. Her beautiful legs caught my attention
first, but her ass was second on my ever-expanding list. Walking with a hard-on
was going to suck, and yet I was sure it would only be the first of many if I
hung out with Vivian much more. She had a wickedly sensual way with her
descriptions, and the fact that she was innocent in using the terms she did
only made it more enticing. 


I was in trouble where she was concerned.
As long as we didn't end up in a bedroom together later that night, I would be
okay. She was bubbling with passion, and where I wanted a taste of it, I
realized that I'd not be quick to let her go. She didn't need that, nor did I. 


"All done. Thank you again." She
slid her hand into mine, which shocked me a little. 


With the building crowd around us, I was
grateful that she had. She must have realized the need to stay together. It had
to be the need for a sense of security more than attraction. I couldn't tell if
she was into me at all, which was unnerving, and yet a good place to be. 


"There's a great ice cream shop down
here. Did you save room?" I asked her as I pulled her closer to my side.
The hordes of people in the streets were kind enough to let us pass through,
but it was impossible to do so without brushing by twenty people on the way. 


"Room for ice cream?" She smiled
up at me. "Who doesn't save room for dessert?"


"I like you more already." I
squeezed her hand and turned down an alley to our right, the place a little
scary, but with all the crowds behind us, it would be fine. 


"Do you always take your dates down
dark alleys? I guess your mother didn't teach you anything, hm?" She
snuggled in closer, and I couldn't help but groan internally as her breast
pressed against the back of my arm. It was horrible of me, but I wanted so
badly to know the color of her nipples, if she enjoyed having them adored and
worshiped, if she made sounds when being pleasured. 


"Date? Is this a date?" I
chuckled as she gave me a look my mother would be proud of. This was a girl I
could take home and have my family go ga-ga over. They all would, especially my
youngest brother. His obsession with redheaded woman was almost too much. A
sense of propriety rose up in me, and I forced it back, not yet ready to allow
any strong feelings to guide my actions where Vivian was concerned. I had just
met her, and we were simply on a fun date. Nothing more. 


A dark shadow moved in front of us,
pulling from the wall. I pulled Vivian roughly behind me, not thinking twice
about protecting her from anything that came at us. 


"You got any spare change, man?"
A raspy voice resounding from under the dirt-stained hoodie the man in front of
us wore. 


"I don't. I'm sorry, man." I
took a step back and held onto Vivian's hand, though it put me at a bit of a
disadvantage not to have both of my hands in front of me. 


"That sucks. You rich fuckers and
your credit cards nowadays." He took a step toward us and pulled off his
hoodie to reveal a weathered face with a long jagged scar across his cheek. 


Vivian gasped behind me and pressed
herself to my back. 


I turned my head to the side, but never
let my eyes off the guy. "Turn back and run. I'll meet you in the
hotel."


"Fuck that. I'm not going anywhere
without you." She released my hands and started to move around me as I
blocked her. 


"Stop it. Get back," I barked at
her as the guy pulled a knife and lunged for me. My father had been a cop all
of my life, and one thing he made sure to do was to teach my two brothers and
me how to defend ourselves. 


I spun out of the guy’s trajectory and
grabbed his wrist, twisting hard until he dropped the weapon. Pushing him
against the wall, I put my knee in the back of his leg and gritted my teeth. 


"Not happening, dude. I don't have
cash because I don't carry it. I should put your ass on the ground for
attacking me and my girl." I worked to not breathe in the horrid odor of
his soiled clothes. 


"I'm getting a cop." Vivian
turned and jogged back down the dark alley, her white dress and shimmery hair
almost making her look like an angel fleeing the scene. 


"I'm sorry, man. You don't know what
it's like. You have your fancy clothes and your beautiful wife and...and..." The guy didn't get to finish as Vivian turned
the corner with a cop next to her. 


I released the man and moved back as the
cop went into action, handcuffing the guy’s wrists behind his back. 


He glanced over at me as he pulled the
creep from the wall. "No more dark alleys. They aren't safe here. Got
it?"


"Of course. Thanks for your
help." I wrapped my arm around Vivian's shoulders and glanced down at her.
"I'm sorry. That was stupid."


"It's okay. I'm just glad you weren't
hurt. That was fucking scary." She ran her fingers down her face.
"I'm thinking ice cream another time. I need my bed and a good love story
on TV."


I forced a laugh and moved us out of the
alley back into the fray. I wanted to make a joke about joining her, but from
what I could tell, it wasn't the time. She was shaken, and I should have been.
The adrenaline pumping through me wouldn't let me feel anything but a deep need
to protect the beautiful girl tucked against my side. 


We walked into the hotel and I released
her, enjoying the slight look of disappointment on her regal features. 


"Thanks for going with me. That was
the best meal I've had in weeks, and the best company I've entertained in
years." I rolled my shoulders, feigning meathead masculinity. "Kinda nice to show off my self-defense skills too."


She popped me in the chest playfully and
moved in front of me before lifting to her toes and kissing my cheek.
"Let's not test those skills again. I didn't like that part very
much."


"I know. I was teasing." I
touched the side of her face as my blood lit on fire. "I want to kiss you,
but you know that, don't you."


She pulled out of my hold and smiled.
"Yeah, but it's best if you didn't. A week wouldn't be enough."


"I agree with that." I let my
eyes drag down her. "No way I can talk you into coming up for a quick tour
of the penthouse?"


"Not for a million bucks. Neither of
us would survive a tour. Besides, I've had far too much excitement for one
night."


"Then tomorrow. You have my number
now. Text me and let's see if our schedules align?" I was pushing, but damn
if I couldn't help myself. Every part of me wanted to spend the night in her
arms, and her refusal didn't seem to dim that desire, but only make it worse. 


"Sounds good. Thanks again, Easton.
Good night." She turned and walked toward the elevator. 


I stood in stony silence and watched her
until she disappeared into the sea of bodies. The need to catch up with her,
kick everyone off the elevator, and hit the stop button was almost
overwhelming. It would feel so damn good to press her against the wall and run
my hands over her curves while tasting the skin of her neck, the tops of her
breasts. 


Growling low in my chest, I turned and
moved toward the stairs efficiently. My body was in need of a long release. It
was far overdo, and Viv had sparked something inside of me that wasn't going to
lie down and obey with just a long night of sleep. 


Taking the stairs two at a time, I let the
elevator scene play farther in my head. I would tug her dress up and make love
to her mouth as I rocked my hips forward, grinding my cock against her tight
stomach as she cried out for me. 


The soft skin of her upper thighs and the
bottom curve of her rear would be delicious as I turned her around and moved to
my knees, tugging her dress up and pressing my tongue against her. 


By the time I made it to my room, my heart
was racing, my body screaming for me to call her and demand that she come up to
my room. It wouldn't go over well, but if she beckoned to me, responded by
showing up, there's nothing I wouldn't do to bring her pleasure over and over
again. 


I typed in the room code wrong three times
before finally getting the fucking door open. 


The responsible part of me tried hard to
chastise myself for talking with Vivian about my company, about connecting any
part of our futures together, but I wasn't having it. 


"Even if she is bat-shit crazy and
hiding it well, I want more of her." I shut the door and worked to get my
shirt off as I headed for the shower. Damn if I wasn't panting as I stripped
myself and climbed into the shower. Reaching for the soap, I lathered up my
hands and pressed my back to the cold tile as a yelp lifted from me. 


How I'd gone from not wanting anything to
do with her, to pulling her into the center of my darkest fantasies was beyond
me, but I was too far lost to need to think on it. 


I tightened my hand around the tip of my
cock and jerked my hips forward, imagining how tight she would be. I wanted a bit
of tension, a fight to take ownership of her, and something told me that she
would put up the exact experience I was looking for. 


Groans filled the shower as I worked
myself to the edge and stopped. Turning, I slid one hand up the shower and
closed my eyes, fondling my sack and tugging softly as I imagined her on her
knees, her dark blue eyes showing me how hungry she was for more of me. 


I pressed forward, crying out at the
tension my grasp created. It was nothing compared to the vivid colors of the vision
playing behind my closed eyelids. "Take it, Viv. All of it, baby. Show me
how much you want it."


I could almost feel her hands sliding up
my thighs as I watched her take my cock into her pretty mouth, tilting her head
and forcing more of me inside of her. Sharp nails dug into my lower stomach and
I rocked myself in and out of her mouth until I was breathless and dizzy with
desire. 


She pulled back, her lips puffy and
swollen as she licked at them sensually. "I need you to fuck me."


"Yeah you do." I grabbed her
hair carefully and tugged her up, loving the way her big breasts bounced for
me. "Turn and press yourself against the shower. Hope you like it
deep."


"I like it any way you're giving
it." She stood and slid her hands up the shower wall, arching her back as
I reached out and grabbed onto her hips and pressed myself against her. 


"I'm gonna
cum," I groaned and pressed myself into her, my hand tightening on my cock
as I worked to bring myself to orgasm. 


I shuddered as I lowered to my knees and
lost myself in the fantasy, bleeding out the passion that I'd tucked away for
companionship. 


Something told me I'd found it, but the
thought alone scared the hell out of me. 
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"Wake up, sleepy head." Casey's
voice pulled me from a dream about my parents getting a divorce. I stifled the
need to cry and pressed my face into my pillow. I slept like shit the night
before.


"Go away," I mumbled, not
communicating in a way that she could hear me at all. 


"Get up! It's almost ten and not only
am I starving, but I want to hit the strip today! Let's not mention the fact
that you own me all the deets on your date with
Easton last night." She jumped onto the bed next to me as I rolled onto my
side and smiled. 


"It wasn't really a date, though he
treated me like a princess." Warmth burned my cheeks, and I forced my eyes
open. 


"He is interested. I can see it all
over your face. I told you that he was into you." She poked at me, and I
swatted her away. 


"I think he's just a horny guy
looking for a good lay." I rolled onto my back and giggled as she poked at
me some more. 


"A good lay? Are you a good lay? You
know that Jackson is going to be missing out now that you're finally moving
on." She turned to lie on her back and pulled the covers up around both of
us. "Did you guys sleep together?"


"What? No." I turned to pin her
with a stare. "I wouldn't sleep with someone on the first date."


"Ugh. Such a prude." She teased
me. "Did you at least let him kiss you?"


"Nope. I kissed him on the cheek, but
he wanted to kiss me." I smiled so hard I thought my cheeks might crack.
There was no hiding from Casey or myself just how much I was starting to like
the handsome businessman. 


"How do you know?" She turned on
her side, facing me and snuggled up next to me like she'd been doing our whole
lives. "Did he tell you?"


"Yeah. He said, 'you know I really
want to kiss you', and I said no." I turned on my side to face her.
"Besides, he's just a traveling, career-focused kinda
guy. He's not looking for anything more than a few kicks, and honestly, I'm not
looking for anything right now."


"Whatever. Are we seeing him again
tonight?" She brushed my hair from my face. "I think we should."



"I don't know. I'm not sure that's a
good idea. I had four drinks last night, and it took everything inside of me
not to take his invitation to join him in the penthouse." I lifted my
eyebrows and spoke with snooty authority.


"He invited you to the
penthouse?" She sat up and slapped the bed dramatically. "What in the
world? So fucking unfair."


"I'll ask him if you can take my
place tonight." I pushed at her. "Get off my covers and I'll get up.
We can grab a breakfast sandwich at the coffee shop downstairs and get to
shopping."


"Yes on all counts. Sex, food, and
shopping. Get to it. Hook me up with the billionaire playboy, or try to. I
think he's far too into you for any hope for me." She moved off the bed
and worked to tame her crazy blonde locks. 


"Those do sound like a great
combination." I got up and tugged my tank top over my head before walking
to the dresser beside my bed and pulled out a couple of tank tops, a bikini top
and some shorts. "We were almost mugged in one of the back alleys too. That
was interesting in the wrong sort of way."


"What?" Casey's voice turned to
steel. "What do you mean you were almost mugged?"


I turned as I worked the bikini top over
my breasts. "Some guy asked for our cash and when we didn't have it, he
pulled a knife. Easton took care of it quickly. It was scary as hell, but
pretty impressive to watch him put down the threat so
fast. He said his father had been a cop his whole life."


"That's fucking scary, Viv. Now that
you're okay, it's hot, but no more dark alleys. Okay?"
She moved toward me and put her hands on her hips, demanding my compliance. 


"Yeah, I agree." I turned and
tugged my two tank tops over my head. "He works for a critique company. He
mentioned something about them looking for more food critics. It would be
pretty cool to get an interview, if nothing else, from this crazy
encounter."


"Then sleeping with him is out. You
know that, right?" She moved up beside me as she tugged at the strings at
the top of her bathing suit top. "Can you tie this for me?"


"Yeah, turn around." I worked on
it as I thought through her words. She was right, of course. If things started
to progress between me and Easton, then working for the company would be off
the table, not that I had a prospect of doing so yet. Relationships never
lasted. The last thing in the world that I'd be comfortable with would be
working alongside him and hating each other. 


"You're awfully quiet." Casey
moved away from me and worked to get her sandals on. "What are you
thinking about?"


"Lots of things. He's the perfect guy
from what I can see, but so was Jackson. It's just crazy how you can be with
someone every day and yet not really know them at all." I pulled my
bathing suit bottoms over my hips followed by my short shorts. "Does this
look too slutty?"


"Not at all. You look like a dancer
with those long-ass legs. Almost too hot." Casey sat down on the edge of
the bed. "You know that not everyone is like Jackson, right? Not all men
cheat."


"I want to assume that, but having
just gone through this shit, it's hard to think about trusting anyone." I
ran my fingers through my long crimson hair before pulling it into a playfully
high ponytail. "I'm just going to stay by myself for a while and see what
happens. I don't need to get connected to this guy, Case. He told me that he
travels fifty weeks of the year."


"So travel with him." She
shrugged as I rolled my eyes at her. "What? It could work."


"It's not that easy, and besides,
it's just a spring break fling type thing."


"What if it turns into more?"
She got up and picked up her wallet. "It's a possibility, and you know
it."


"It's not going to. Honestly. There's
nothing to be worried about. I'm not." I pulled my purse strap over my
head and fixed it to lay across my chest. I was lying as best I could about
being interested in Easton. Just the nice dinner the night before had me
itching to see him again. Saying no to his kiss and the so-called tour of his
penthouse had been the hardest thing I'd done in a while. Denying myself
anything after all of the shit I'd been through seemed like a travesty, but it
was to protect the future. My ego wasn't going to handle much more in the way
of men shitting on me, so I would avoid them as best I could. 


"You ready?" Casey opened the
door and smiled. "I have money to burn and bacon to eat."


I laughed and walked out into the hall,
tucking away the hope that Easton would call. Casey and I needed a vacation,
and this one had all the promise to be great. 


We made our way down to the small cafe on
the ground floor of the restaurant and got in line behind the other hundred
people that had our same idea. 


"Smells good." I glanced down to
Casey as she picked up a menu. 


"Yeah it does. I want us to check
into that Thursday night event at Black's Beach that everyone keeps talking
about. We can take the rental car if you want. Might be better if we did."
She turned her attention back to me. 


"Yeah, I'm down with us checking it
out. Not sure what the hype is all about, but if it's a bunch of naked people
dancing on the beach, I'm out."


"What if it's hot naked guy's
night?" She wagged her eyebrows as the elderly gentleman in front of us
turned and awarded us a scathing look. 


"Don't mind her. Her elevator doesn't
go all the way to the top." I touched my head and smiled at the guy as he
grunted and turned back around. "No on the naked man conga line."


She laughed and snorted as we moved up in
line. "Alright, but I still want to check it out. You should see if Easton
is free to go with us. Ohh...you should see if he has a friend, or maybe a twin
brother?"


"Two brothers from what I gather, and
both of them are younger than him." I shrugged. "There might be some
promise there if you're interested."


"I'll need to see pictures of course,
but I would sign up mighty fast if they look anything like your boy." She
waved at the older guy in front of us as he turned and gave her another look.
"Hi gramps." 


"Casey." I nodded toward the
cashier. "You're up next, mister."


"Thank God," he barked and moved
up to order. 


Casey shook her head and handed me the
menu. "People nowadays. You can hide your attraction to the idea of a hot
sweaty body, but we all have it. Period."


"Yep. I'm getting the double bacon
stacker. What are you getting?"


"The triple dong sub." Casey
crossed her arms over her chest as I let go of a sharp laugh. 


"Stop it. What's the matter with
you?" I moved up to the counter as the guy in front of us walked off. 


"He just reminds me of my dad with
all of his damn rules, and that horrible look of disdain that I'm not good
enough. That I don't measure up." She shrugged and turned her attention to
the cashier. "I'll have the special, but I need ketchup on the side."


"No problem." The girl turned
her attention to me. "You, miss?"


"I'll have the same and a double
bacon stacker. Add a glass of orange juice for both of us too, please." I
pulled out my wallet and extended my card to her.


Her eyes remained on me as if trying to
work through how I was going to fit all that food in my stomach. She glanced
down and finished ringing us up without another word. 


I took our drinks and sat down in the
booth Casey had for us. "People will always judge each other, Casey. It's
just part of life. You do it, I do it. Everyone does it."


"Yeah, well I hate it. If I want to
be a social worker and spend my life giving back to society, but making little
to nothing doing it, then it's my damn prerogative." She grabbed her orange
juice, spilling a little on the table between us. 


"What happened? I assume something
went down last night while I was out?" I picked up a napkin and cleaned up
the mess. 


She let out a long sigh and pressed her
hands to her face. "I need a Masters to do what I want to do, and my
parents aren't willing to help me pay for it. It's just upsetting. When I have
kids, I'm going to support their dreams and aspirations. I'm not going to shit
all over them."


"We'll figure out a way to pay for
it. We can room together in that little studio apartment off campus that we've
talked about a million times. I'll help pay for your tuition, and you can get a
part-time job at that little coffee shop you love so much. Besides, you've been
drooling after that blonde-haired cashier for two years. What better way to
meet him?" I offered her a friendly smile and reached across the table to
squeeze her hand. 


"We can't live in that studio, or
neither of us will meet anyone. Asking the other to leave for the night so we
can sleep with someone is ridiculous." She lifted her eyebrow at me. 


"We've been doing just that for the
last four years. We'll figure it out. If you want this future, then we make it
happen. Life's too short to do what's expected of you. No one is going to have
to live your life day to day but you. So choose what you love and we'll figure
out the rest. Got it?" I squeezed her hand once more before sitting back
and taking the plate the server offered me. 


"That should be the same for you
then, Viv. If you want to be a food critic, then don't settle for anything
less." She picked up her napkin. "When is the last time you submitted
one of your articles to the newspaper for review?"


She was right, but she always was. 


"It's been a while. When we get back,
you apply for your Master’s program, and I'll submit the articles from this
trip to them. Deal?" I offered her my hand to shake. 


"Deal, and if that hottie takes you out again this week, you're at least
getting a kiss from him so I can hear about it. Double deal?"


"Double deal, and if we go to this
thing on Thursday–”


"I'm getting laid," she butted
in and gave me a toothy grin. 


"No. We're leaving if it gets too
stupid. Promise me."


"I promise, but one of us has to have
some wild-ass stories from this week. It's you or me." She took a big bite
of her sandwich and nodded. "This is divine."


"We already have stories, and good.
Hush so I can enjoy it without you badgering me." I smiled and let my eyes
move across the three plates that belonged to me. If I was going to force Casey
to live her dreams, then it was only fair that I started living mine. 


Maybe bumping into Easton wasn't by chance
at all. He could help with my career if we became good friends. I resigned
myself to texting him after shopping if he hadn't contacted me. 


If we kept things on a friend level then I
would be good. Besides, not all men were cheating asses, but I'd lay the wager
that most were. As good-looking as Easton was, he was teetering toward the dark
side, and that was a bet I wasn't willing to take. 

















 

Chapter
12


Easton



 


 

After wrapping up a few meetings with
various hotel managers, I was ready to find Viv and see if she wanted to head
to the beach with me. It had been a really long time since I'd wanted to spend
time with anyone, but the pretty girl was all I could think about. My dreams
the night before had gone far beyond a long fuck in the shower and had moved
into marriage and kids...all the things I'd never really contemplated before. 


"And you're not now," I grumbled
and pulled my phone from my pocket as I headed back to my room. I waited until
I got to my room to call her, but the second I did, my heart started to race
and nervousness filled my stomach. 


"This is Vivian." 


"Hey. It's Easton. I'm done with my
duties for the day. Just wanted to see where you and Casey were. I thought
maybe you might want some company for the afternoon." I pressed my back to
the door and closed my eyes, wanting to visualize her as I listened to her
voice. 


"That would be great. We've just
wrapped up our shopping and are almost back to the hotel. You wanna go to the beach with us? We were hoping to swim for a
little bit before going out tonight."


"Yeah, that sounds great. I'll change
and meet you both in the lobby in fifteen minutes?"


"Sounds good. See you then." She
hung up and I couldn't help but appreciate how professional she was. It wasn't
a cold, unattached professionalism, but an unassuming nature that still held up
appropriate boundaries. She left me in control and quite comfortable. 


"Don't let me fall in love with you,
beautiful," I murmured before walking to the bedroom and changing into
swim trunks and a t-shirt. 


I made my way to the lobby and grabbed
three beers from the bar before moving back out about the time they walked from
the elevator. Where Casey was cute, Vivian was breathtaking. It was the
difference between looking at a girl and admiring a woman. Cute had great
appeal, but Vivian's beauty had me wrapped up tightly. It was even more
attractive because the girl had no clue of her power. 


"Hey. I got you guys a beer, though
I'm not sure what you like, Casey. Viv here can take it out for you if you
don't like it. She's a heavyweight." I handed Vivian one of the beers and
leaned in, kissing her cheek before moving back. 


"Heavyweight? She's been lying to
you. She's the cheapest date in the universe." Casey took the beer, hit it
against Viv’s and mine and moved toward the door. "Let's go soak up the
sun and find me a man."


"Speaking of..." Vivian glanced
at me as she lifted her beer to her lips. "How old are your
brothers?"


I chuckled and shook my head. "The
middle one is twenty-one and the youngest is nineteen, but they're scoundrels
of the worst type. You girls need to find good men who'll treat you
right."


"Like you?" Casey asked as she
glanced over her shoulder and gave me a flirty look. 


"Exactly like me." I pressed my
shoulder to Viv's as we walked out into the fray. "Let's go straight.
Right here across the street is some of the most beautiful beach in all of
Miami."


"Sounds good to me. Lead the way,
Case." Vivian took another drink of her beer as I watched her out of the
corner of my eye. Her red hair danced about, tickling my arm as I walked beside
her. 


"Did you sleep good last night? You
didn't have any bad dreams from our dark alley event, right?" I glanced
over at her, not wanting to let on just how excited I was to be beside her. We
were just friends, and if I went over the line, I was pretty damn sure that she
wouldn't let it go far, but I wanted more. 


"It was okay. I had bad dreams, but
more about family shit than the guy in the alley. Sometimes that can be worse,
I guess." She chuckled and moved across the street, shifting to walk in
front of me as the crowds thickened. 


"How long are you guys here for?"
I couldn't help but ask. 


"Through Saturday morning. We're
actually hoping to go to Black's Beach on Thursday night, though. Everyone
keeps talking about a big event or something that's going on there." She
paused on the other side of the street, and I moved up next to her. 


The tank tops she wore left a little of
her creamy white midriff showing, but with any luck at all, she would strip
down to her bikini once we reached the water. I wanted to lay on the sand and
get more acquainted with the view that was sure to steal my thoughts for weeks
to come. 


"Black's Beach is one of the nude
beaches around here. It's relatively new, but I think they're just trying to
keep up with San Diego, which has the same thing." I shrugged and stopped
to pull off my sandals. "A new club is opening Thursday night. That's the
only thing I know of."


"Maybe that's it then. We'd love for
you to come with us if you're up for it?" She gave me an innocent look
that melted my resolve. 


"I should be able to. I just have to
take the week day by day thanks to my schedule shifting." I paused by a
small open patch of sand and reached for her towel. "Leave your stuff
here, and I'll get everything set up. You guys go enjoy the surf."


"I like him more already." Casey
pulled off her top and worked herself out of her shorts. 


I turned my attention toward the water,
not wanting either of them to feel uncomfortable undressing in front of me. I
might have nefarious thoughts about my newest obsession, but that didn't mean
she needed to be made aware of it. 


Vivian turned her back to me and pulled
off her tank tops before wiggling out of her shorts quickly, shivering and
jogging toward the water. 


"You like her?" Casey's question
surprised me. 


"Yeah. A bit more than I want to talk
about actually." I shrugged and tugged my shirt off. Her friend gave me a
quick once-over and nodded approvingly. 


"She's a good person who's had her
heart stomped on too many times. Don't push anything unless you want
everything. Got it?" Casey's sweet expression turned hard, and I almost
fell in love a little with the girl simply for being ballsy enough to protect
Viv. She was a good friend to have. 


"I understand." I pointed to
Vivian. "She's waving for us to join her. I'll beat you out there?"


"Not happening mister. I might look
small, but I pack a punch." Casey turned and took off for the water,
hurdling over several people who were laid out sunbathing. 


I apologized casually to them as I jogged
around the maze of bodies and stopped at the water’s edge, putting my hands on
my hips. 


Casey was laughing loudly as she pointed
at me. "I totally beat you! See? Told you that I was fast."


I couldn't help but smile. "Yeah, you
better be. You have ten girls back there with sand in their faces from you
doing the high jump over their heads. Looks like I'm going to have to pull out
my self-defense moves from the alley the other night to fight them back for
you."


"Yeah, Viv told me about that. I'm
glad you were there, but don't do that shit again. She's my only friend and if
something happens to her, I'll come looking for you." Casey gave me a
cocky smirk. 


"I do feel properly threatened. Can
we have some fun now?" I lifted my hands playfully in the air and turned
my gaze back to Vivian. 


She chuckled and looked around us, but not
before her eyes moved down my chest and rested on the front of my shorts. 


I bent my knees to catch her gaze and
pointed to my eyes with two of my fingers. "I'm up here, pretty girl.
He'll talk to you if you want him to, but I'd rather that
be behind closed doors."


Her cheeks turned pink as she swatted at
me. "Stop it. I was just wondering if you stuff your pants with a
sock."


"Has to be a tube sock, right?"
Casey put her hands on her hips, the smirk tugging at her lips almost comical.
"We should definitely find out." 


"I think you should find out,
too." I moved out into the water and grabbed Vivian's narrow wrist,
pulling her with me. "Come get in the water with me, and I'll let you pet
my eel if you promise to be gentle."


"Oh my God. You did not just..."
she glanced back as Casey moved up behind us. "He did not.”


"He did. Wicked hot. I wanna pet it." Casey clapped her hands and laughed
before wading out into the deeper part of the water with us. I stopped as it
covered the top of my trunks and turned to face Viv as Casey moved past us.
"I want the results on my desk by ten in the morning!"


"Stop it," Vivian grumbled at
her friend before turning a hard stare onto me. There was no way she was
bending beneath our combined pressure. She was too much woman for that. 


"All yours, Viv. Come test out the
theory." I lifted my hands to the side as if inviting her to do what she
wanted to me. "Just don't get upset when I say that I told you so."


"There is no way in hell I'm sticking
my hand down your shorts." She moved up to almost press her chest to mine.
"You're just pulling my chain. If I reached for your cock you would jerk
back and run like a girl to the shoreline."


My breath caught in my chest as I lowered
my arms, wrapping them around her instead. "Never. I'd groan a little and
maybe moan a lot, but that would depend on your skill set."


"It's not happening, handsome."
Her eyes moved around my face as her breathing got a little off kilter. 


"But you want to. I can see it
written all over your face." I chuckled low in my chest, enjoying the
expression on her face far more than I should have. She was mortified that I'd
called her out.


"I want to!" Casey yelled from
just behind us, and we broke up into laughter. I started to push the subject a
little more with Vivian, but a scream ripped from her friend, which stole my
attention. 


Turning, I rushed toward Casey and reached
for her. "What's the matter?"


"Something bit me." She jumped
toward me, and I caught her, turning and nodding to Viv. "Probably a jellyfish,
but let's make sure. We'll get someone to check it out. There's a minute clinic
right beside the showers over there."


Casey's eyes filled with tears as she
clung to me. "It hurts like a bitch. Check it and make sure my ankle isn't
torn open."


Vivian moved up beside us and ran her hand
down Casey's leg. "It's red but–”


"Ouch! That fucking hurts!"
Casey screamed as Vivian jerked her hand back. 


"It's okay. We'll get it fixed up.
Just grind your teeth together and try and relax." I jogged toward the minute
clinic and moved back as Vivian opened the door. Casey couldn't have weighed
more than a hundred pounds, which was appreciated seeing that I was jogging
through sand with wet feet. 


We got Casey checked in and situated in
the back before making our way back to the tiny waiting room. I sat down and
let out a long sigh, realizing that our towels, clothes and room keys were
still on the beach. My pretty cohort sat down beside me and ran her fingers
through her hair. 


"She's okay, right?" Vivian
looked a little shaken. 


"Yeah, just a jelly sting. They'll
get the stinger out and give her a little bit of ointment. No big deal. Come
here." I wrapped my arm around her shoulder and tugged her closer on the
cold bench seat. "You didn't get stung, did you?"


"No. I was too concerned with testing
out your sock theory." She gave me a saucy smile. 


"You wanted to. I knew it." I
licked my lips playfully. 


Her laughter warmed me, but her persona
drove me to reach up and touched the side of her face. 


"You have no idea how beautiful you
are." I brushed my thumb over her lip as my entire body lit on fire. 


"Easton. Please." She glanced
down, but returned her gaze to mine. I could see a hint of the desire that
pumped through me pumping through her as well. It was all I needed. 


"Hush." I leaned in and pulled
her face toward mine, pressing my lips to hers as our noses brushed by each
other. She opened her mouth and moaned softly, inviting me in as her tongue
slid past mine. 


I wanted to dominate her completely, but I
forced my desires back and returned her soft exploring kiss. Not wanting it to
end, I moved closer and continued to kiss and lick at her pretty mouth until
she pulled back. Her eyes were glossy, lips wet, and the soft pants that left
her almost sent me over the edge of desire. 


"Don't do that again," she
whispered. 


I pulled her back toward me, kissing her
again for good measure. I cupped her face in both of my hands and worked my
tongue in and out of her mouth, wanting her to suck on it so damn bad. As if
she could hear my inner thoughts, she began to suck softly, and then harder. We
emulated the sex that it seemed we both wanted, and the room grew faint as I
gave myself over to her. I wasn't one to put on a public display of affection,
but something about this girl had me breaking all my rules. 


I pulled back as the room started to spin
and I got a little light-headed. 


"Fuck," I grumbled and brushed
my fingers over my lips. "Don't you know that telling a dominant male not
to do something is an invitation to have him do it? Do they not teach you girls
these things?"


"Of course I do," she whispered
seductively and got up, walking to the counter as if to check on Casey. 


I leaned back against the bench seat and
watched her as my body hardened. One night. Just one night was all I needed to
convince her that maybe we could be a bit more than friends. 


Wait.
All you want is friends. 


Right.
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Vivian



 


 

"I just wanted to check on my
friend." I glanced up at the nurse at the front desk of the minute clinic
as she scowled at me. 


"She'll be out any minute. Have a
seat, miss."


I figured as much, but needed a reason to
break away from Easton. A large part of me wanted to crawl into his lap and
forget that we were in public. It was a damn good thing that we were. His
kisses were capable of breaking down my reserve fast. 


Butterflies danced in my stomach as I
turned and let my eyes move across him. The thick swell of his chest and
stomach were beyond delicious. The bulge at the front of his shorts was bigger
than it had been back at the beach, but after making out for the last few
minutes, he'd better be turned on. 


"You don't have to stay here. I'll be
good just waiting on Casey myself." I stood in front of him. 


He rose to his feet and ran his hands over
my shoulders and down my arms. "I don't mind. Let's grab her and get her
back to the hotel, then I can go back out to get our stuff."


"My room key was in the pocket of my
shorts. I don't have an id or anything to get back to my room with." I
tried not to enjoy the warmth of just having his hands on me. 


"I'm well-known at the hotel, which
should work in my favor today. We'll have them get you a new key, or you can
just stay with me while I get your stuff." He squeezed my shoulders and
looked past me. "There she is."


I smiled and turned, moving to wrap an arm
around Casey as she hobbled toward us. 


"How freaking embarrassing." She
shook her head and turned to look up at me. "I'm sorry."


"About what? I would have done the
same thing, but worse. I'd probably have asked Easton to pee on it for
me." I gave her a goofy grin and she smiled in return. 


"And I'd have done it too." He
wagged his eyebrows playfully. 


"Let's get you back to the
hotel." I rolled my eyes at the sexy dark-haired man that was soon to
steal my heart if I wasn't careful. 


"That sounds good. The ointment
should help a little with the burn. The doctor said I would be fine later
tonight. It just stings like hell, but whatever." She shrugged and moved
out of the clinic with my help. We took our time getting back to the hotel,
making sure that Casey wasn't in any sort of pain.


Easton offered ten times to carry her, but
she wouldn't have any of it. She was independent and wanted to prove it to both
of us. The girl had more spirit than anyone else I knew. She would be back on
her feet and ready to have a good time within hours. 


"Let me go grab a key from the front
desk and we'll get you settled." He moved away from us as I turned to
Casey. 


"You really okay? I'm worried about
you." I held onto her narrow shoulders and searched her face for the
truth. 


"I'm good. It just burns, but no big
deal. I'll get over it." She glanced toward the front desk. "I like
him. He would be really good for you. Really."


"I know." I followed her line of
sight and let my eyes move across his thick muscular back as my body ached for
more of him. "I'm just scared. We just met him. If I could assure myself
that nothing but a friendship could come of it, I would be okay. I just don't
think that's the case."


"I understand that, but wouldn't you
rather limp your way across the finish line of life having loved a million
times and lost than to never have really experienced the exhilaration of being
in love at all?" She gave me a soft smile. 


"Yeah, I think so, but this
guy...he's different." I turned my attention back to her. "I don't
want to focus on men right now, Case. I want to focus on me. My career is about
to start, and I don't want to miss out on any of the moments coming up because
I'm heartbroken from the latest bullshit some dude wants to put me
through."


"Viv." 


"No, I'm serious. A night with him
would be magical, a week – heaven." I shrugged. "Anything more, and
I'm sure he'd soon discover what Jackson figured out."


"And that is?" Her voice
tightened as she narrowed her eyes on me. 


"Okay girls." Easton stopped
beside me and lifted his eyebrow. "Wow. Looks like a catfight is about to
start. Should I get in the middle or move back fast? I can pop a mean bowl of
popcorn too."


"We're good." I reached for the
key he offered. "I'm going to take her back up to the room. If you'll wait
for me, I'll run back to the beach with you to get our stuff."


"Sounds good." He turned to
Casey. "You okay?"


"Yeah. Thanks for your help today.
You're my hero." She blinked her eyes rapidly, making her impossibly cute.



"Come on, love bug." I put my
arm around her shoulder and moved us to the elevator without giving Easton
another look. 


"You're wrong, Viv. I never step in
the middle of your business, but I really think you're off about this guy. He
lives in New York. He does something like what you want to do. He's crazy about
you, obviously." She hopped to the back of the elevator and leaned against
the wall. "Maybe he's the guy that's supposed to get you over
Jackson."


"What if I'm not ready to get over
Jackson, Case? He was my boyfriend for ten years. It's been a month. If I was
with Easton it would simply be a rebound, and I'm not that kind of girl. I'm a
love over lust any day of the week type of person, remember?" I put my
hands on my hips, wanting so badly to get her to move to my side for the first
time in our lives. I always moved to hers. It was my turn. 


"He's not a rebound, and you fucking
know it." She pointed at me. "He's a next step. You're passing up an
opportunity here. Let down your guard just a little and see what happens."


The door opened and I helped her out.
"And you're going to hold me when he breaks my heart and leaves me with no
choice but to change companies in two or ten years?"


"I'll always be here to hold
you." She hopped to the door and reached back for the key. "Get
downstairs and get to know him better. If you still feel the same way in a week
or so, then let it simply be a spring break fling. If not, he deserves a spot
in your life."


"What makes you think he wants
it?" I stopped by the door and pressed my hand to the doorframe as she
moved inside. 


"You know he does. So do I. Now, get out of here and do something about it." She
moved in and let the door close in my face. 


After taking a shaky breath, I took the
elevator back down and walked around the lobby looking for him. 


"Over here, Viv." He walked back
into the lobby from the main door, his arms full of clothes and towels. "I
decided to just go grab the stuff for us. No reason to drag you all the way
back down there."


"Thanks. You're too good to us."
I took my shirts and shook them out before pulling them back on and doing the
same with my shorts. 


"I'm almost wishing I hadn't gotten
the stuff. You in that bikini was a treat and a half." He pulled his own
shirt over his head. 


The cocky grin on his perfect lips stole
my thoughts, and I contemplated asking him for the penthouse tour just to see
how good we would fit together. 


"She really okay?" He asked,
nodding toward the elevator. 


"Yeah. She's a beast. She'll be
good." I reached up and tugged my hair down, loving the way he watched me
so intently. 


"Hey, about the kiss..." He
glanced down at the floor and back up toward me. "I shouldn't have done
that. I know you're just getting over someone, and I'm really not looking for
anything more than a friendship right now. I told you how crazy my shit is. You
seem like a great girl. I just don't want to do anything that might–”


"It's all good. We don't need to go
through this awkward conversation." I forced a warm smile as my heart
contracted painfully in my chest. Of course he was pulling back. I'd almost
decided to step forward. "We're just friends. The kiss was nice and deliciously
hot, but just part of the high emotions of what happened. I'm good." 


He nodded, not looking too sure of
himself. "You wanna grab a drink or
something?"


"Naw, I'm
going to get back up to Casey. I'd hate to think she needed me and I wasn't
there." I bent down and picked up the cards, the I.D.s and my phone from
below him. "Today was fun. Thanks for coming. I'm not sure I could have
carried her, even if she is small."


"How about dinner? I'll take you guys
to a great pizza parlor down the strip. We can drive?"


I stood up and realized what he was doing.
Protecting me. He thought I was crushed by the kiss and subsequent pull back.
He was working to save face. Was I really that pathetic?


"I'll text you later. Let me see if
she's up for it." I tucked the cards in my pockets and patted his arm like
I would a mere acquaintance. "Okay, well, see you around."


Without another word, I turned and walked
toward the elevator as I chided myself. See
you around? What the fuck was that? See you around?


I turned when I got into the elevator to
find him watching me intently. I glanced down at my nails, picking at them
subtly until the door closed. Tears instantly filled my eyes, much to my
dismay. He meant nothing and it would be bliss to tell Case that she was wrong.
She was never wrong, but it would seem she was this time. 


Checking my phone, I noticed that my
mother had called twice. She didn't leave a message, of course, because that
would be too convenient. 


I got off on the floor before mine and
walked to the end of the hall, pushing the exit door and moving out onto the
balcony that overlooked the ocean. The wind whipped around me, and the desire
to be needed, to be wanted pumped through me, but I ignored it. It would lead
to more tears. 


After dialing my mom's number, I moved up
to the rail and leaned against it. 


"Hey, baby. How is your trip
going?" My mom's voice was thick as if she'd been crying. 


"It's alright. Casey got stung by a
jellyfish an hour ago, and I met a really cute guy who isn't interested in
anything more than what this week has to offer, but other than that..." 


"Oh, Viv. That's not good." 


The sound of my mother’s sympathy always
did me in. Tears blurred my vision and I pressed my teeth into my bottom lip as
they spilled over onto my cheeks. 


"I really just want to understand
why," I murmured through my tears. 


"Oh, baby. Are you crying? Don't cry
or I will too." Her voice thickened even more. 


"I'm sorry, Mom. I hate being a
cry-cry head. I just wish I could understand why Jackson felt the need to cheat
on me. Ten years, Mom. Ten fucking years."


"Watch your language, please. I'm so
sorry. There is no excuse for what he did. He's a man, and men are pieces of
shit. Plain and simple."


I didn't believe that for a minute, but
after the last few months I could see why many women did. My father was a good
man, as was Casey's dad and my brothers. 


"That leaves me no hope for a good
relationship, Mom. I'm thinking if I could just figure out what I did wrong, or
what was missing for Jackson, then I could stop it from happening again."
I brushed my tears away angrily. 


"This isn't the time for me to do
this, but I was calling to tell you that your father and I are filing for
divorce."


Ice water raced through my veins as I
stood up, shocked being an understatement. "What? Why? You and dad are
like the most loving couple in the world."


"We were. A couple of years ago I
walked in on him sleeping with his secretary. I guess his late nights weren't
always about scoring the right kind of business deal. He's a cheating
bastard." Her anger bled through the phone and left my heart aching. 


"What? Two years ago? Why didn't you
say something?" I pressed my hand to my chest and rubbed softly as I moved
through memories to see if I could see the signs better. They'd hidden it well.
Too well. 


"I really thought I was one of those
women that could get over it. Your dad and I are so damn good together on so
many levels that I wasn't willing to simply give up my claim to him." She
let out a shaky sigh. "I think he's been faithful over the last two years,
but there isn't a moment during the day that I don't wonder if I'm still
playing the fool. I'm so angry, Vivian. I'm so far beyond angry that it's destroying
whatever was once good between us."


I nodded. "I understand that. I
couldn't forgive Jackson for sleeping around on me, and we've been together ten
years, not forty. And we weren't even married."


Pain laced me, but I locked it up as a
cute couple walked out on the balcony with me and moved to the far end to
snuggle each other. 


"I had no idea." I wrapped my
free arm around myself. 


"No one does. How does a man that has
everything feel the need to take the one thing he didn't think he had and
exploit it? I was so good to your father for all of these years, supporting his
dreams and aspirations because I just knew my turn was coming. He's a spineless
asshole. They all are." She barked into the phone just before her voice
cracked. 


The sound of my mother lamenting over the
loss of a forty-year marriage broke my heart in half. She had to be asking the
same questions I was, searching for the reasons and answers to somehow validate
all that had happened to us. 


"Mom... what can I do? You want me to
come home?" I couldn't stop the flow of tears as memories moved past my
vision. There were so many good times that we'd had as a family and they were
suddenly washed away by my father's infidelities. 


"Just promise me that you'll be
careful. I wanted to tell you all of this when you called crying about Jackson,
but I couldn't. I just couldn't hurt your hopeful heart, baby. I'm not trying
to hurt you now either, but please... please be careful."


"Okay," I mumbled and sunk down
to a squat as the air rushed from my lungs. "I need to go. I'll call you
later. I love you."


I dropped the call and sat the phone down
as I worked to reign in my emotions. I'd almost gone off the deep end with
Easton only having known him for a day. 


Was I that desperate to belong to someone?



Yeah. I guess I was. 
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The kisses at the clinic had been too
much. The way she tasted and felt beneath my hands was overwhelming. I had no
doubt that it had more to do with me not being intimate with someone and less
to do with the silly idea that fate had put her in front of me. I hated to pull
back from her, but after helping her with Casey, I realized that I was going to
dive in deep, and in my fear, I pushed back. She'd taken it well. 


"Too fucking well," I grumbled
as I lay on the large king-sized bed in one of the nicer single rooms. I'd
moved around the hotel for the last two days in a fog, praying that I would run
into Vivian, and yet not seeing any sign of her. 


By Thursday, I was going stir crazy.
Stopping by the front desk, I gave the college-aged girl my best smile and
tapped the marble-top desk between us. 


"Hi there. I have a new friend that's
staying with you guys, and I haven't seen her for a few days. Her friend had a
pretty nasty run in with a jellyfish a while back and I helped them out. I
don't need a room number, but just wanted to make sure they were still
here." I slipped my hands in my suit-pants pockets. "Her name is
Vivian."


The girl lifted her eyebrow at me as if
contemplating just what type of creeper I was. 


"Please? I think I'm falling in love
with her. Please." I glanced down at my hands and back up. It was a
partial lie, but I was comfortable with it. 


"Last name?" She turned her
attention to her computer screen as I internally sighed. 


"Last name...shit. I don't know
it." I ran my fingers through my hair. "Can you just search for a
Vivian and Casey in your system? They're staying together."


"I guess, but I could get into
trouble for this." She glanced back up at me as if expecting me to back
off. It wasn't happening. 


"I don't need room numbers or last
names. I just need to know if they're still here." I brushed my fingers by
my lips and prayed the girl would just comply with my request. 


"Alright." She typed for a few
minutes, her fingers flying across the keys. "I have them here until
Saturday morning. Everything seems fine on the reservations. I could call their
room and hand you the phone if you like."


"No, it's good. Thank you so much for
your help." I tapped the desk top once more and turned, walking toward the
bar where I was sure to find Kevin. He'd been scarce lately, which was a little
unlike him. I was grateful for the reprieve from him, but having spent two days
alone with my bad decisions, I was in search of a conversation with just about
anyone. 


"Hey, Kev." I took a seat at the
bar beside him. "How's the job going?"


"It's good. I've done a few write-ups
so far, but I'm really looking forward to the one I get to do tonight." He
pulled out a pamphlet and handed it to me. "Black Beach has a new club
opening. The food is one of the main things they're touting. I'm going to make
sure they’re not involved in false advertising." He gave me a creepy smile
and wagged his eyebrows. "Plus, I already told them who I was. They're
excited to invite me in and give me anything I want."


"Sounds about right." I glanced
down at the pamphlet, thinking back on my conversation with Vivian two days
before. "Can I borrow this for a second?"


"You bet. Keep it. I have another one
in the room." He reached for my arm as I got up. "You going over
there tonight?"


"Yeah, I'm thinking about taking a
girl I met. She's been talking about this all week." I folded it up and
tucked it in my back pocket. 


"She got a friend?" He asked in
a hopeful voice. 


"Nope." I turned and walked out
of the bar as I pulled my phone from my back pocket. I decided that texting
Vivian might be a little more prudent in case she'd decided that she didn't
want to see me again. Not having texted or called each other over the last two
days, I wasn't sure who was at fault for the lack of communication, but
something told me that it was most likely me. 


I hadn't stopped thinking about her for
more than a few minutes. I couldn't count on two hands the number of times I'd
lost my train of thought in the middle of an interview. Too many for my own
comfort. The resort was immaculate and would have a great review from me like
it always did, but that didn't mean that I didn't need to focus and do my job
to the best of my ability. 


This damn girl was driving me mad, though.




 

Me: Hey. Hope you're doing good. Sorry about the last few days. It's been a bit crazy.
You still up for the trip to Black's Beach tonight? I'd love to take you and
Casey.



 

It took her more than ten minutes to answer,
but finally I got a response as I was headed back upstairs. 



 

Vivian: We're going to catch a cab, but
I'm sure we'll see you there. Glad your week has been productive. Case is doing
great. Thanks again for your help. 



 

I growled as I moved off the elevator. She
was diverting. I could tell. Her feelings were hurt by my actions, and she had
every right to be. I needed to know what the hell happened with her and the
last guy she was with. Even if we were deemed to be nothing more than friends,
I wanted to be a good friend. 



 

Me: I'd really like it if you'd share that
cab with me, or let me drive you guys. I won't get in your way if you need a
bit of freedom. I'm just a concerned friend. That place is known for getting
wild. Please don't deny me the chance to see you home safely from the party. 


Vivian: Case said if you're buying the
drinks, she's in.


Me: LOL. Tell her that I'll buy everything
tonight. Just let me hitch onto your party line. 


Vivian: Alright, but don't expect anything
from me. I'm leaving Saturday, and your only job tonight is to make sure that I
don't drink myself into an oblivion and end up with a strange man.


Me: Got it. Meet you in the lobby at eight
tonight. Thanks. 



 

"Yes," I mumbled and walked into
my hotel room, dropping down onto one of the beds and rolling onto my side. I
could go and play protection detail for the two girls, no problem. The fact
that she felt the need to mention another man left me wanting to choke someone.


The club would be insanely hot, and a
great way to touch Vivian once more before she went back to her own life. I
deserved to not get to see her again at all, but somehow I'd wiggled my way
into her good graces enough to at least have the evening with her. 


I most likely had Casey to thank for that.
I'd have to find a way to get close to Vivian's friend to get the story on Viv.
Some part of me knew that I'd have no luck getting the information out of Casey,
seeing that I'd probably been black listed after my actions earlier in the
week, but I was willing to try. 


*****


          
I changed into a nice shirt, boots and a pair of dark jeans before
heading down to the lobby. I had no clue as to what the girls would be wearing,
but I was hoping that my attire wasn't too far out of place. 


They were already waiting for me in the
lobby when I got there, and I was grateful for the few moments I had before
they discovered my arrival. Casey was in jeans and a tight shirt, but Viv was
in a black dress that hugged her hips and left her breasts center stage for
attention. The black sandals she wore brought her look down to something more
casual. But with the number of eyes on her just in the lobby, I knew it was
going to be a long night. 


My body reacted strongly to her as I moved
toward them, catching the subtle hint of her perfume as I touched her lower
back and moved around her. 


"Hey, beautiful." I moved my
hands to my pockets, knowing good and damn well that I would touch her every
chance I got if I didn't. "Hey, Casey. You look beautiful too."


"Thank you kindly, Sir. I hear you're
our security detail tonight." Casey gave me a warm smile, but it was Viv's
tight expression that demanded my attention. Hurt sat at the edge of her eyes,
and I hated myself for the possibility of it being my fault. 


"I sure am. Let's get over there.
It's supposed to be crazy." I offered each of them an arm and luckily they
both took it. We walked out to the circle drive toward a sleek black Lexus that
the hotel had loaned me. "You girls can both get in the back or one of you
can call–”


"Shotgun!" Casey yelled as she
released me and jogged toward her side of the car. 


Vivian pulled out her phone and moved to
the back seat, getting in and not turning to give me a second glance. 


"Fuck," I mumbled under my
breath and got into the driver's side, making sure to adjust my rear-view
mirror so that I could see her better. "Did you guys have a good
week?"


"It was good. Lots of food, fun, and
sun. I think miss moody back there is ready for New York again, but I could
honestly stay here forever." Casey pulled her seatbelt on and bounced in
her seat. "Everyone has been talking about this club."


"I like New York, too. It's classy
and homey for those who were raised there." I glanced up to pin Viv with a
stare. She looked up and nodded curtly before turning back to her phone. I'd
lost her. I was almost sure of it. 


It's
a good thing, right? Then why the hell does it feel so bad?


I continued. "Yeah, my co-worker,
Kevin is going to be here tonight. He's a food critic." I turned my
attention to the road in front of us and drove slowly, trying hard not to run
into any of the million people that
moved along the sidewalk ahead of us. 


"Oh nice. Is he hot?" Casey
turned and lifted her eyebrows. 


"Not in the slightest, though I might
not be the best judge of what a hot guy looks like." I turned on the radio
and pulled onto the main strip, pointing out a few things to Casey here and
there as she seemed the only one interested in talking with me at all. 


"Here we are." I pointed to the
club. "Exposé. Interesting name."


"Right? Seeing that we're on a nude
beach, it's quite fitting." Casey unbuckled as I pulled up to the valet. 


"Make sure you have your I.D.s,
girls." I got out of the car and turned to Viv, wanting to say a million
things to her. 


"Got it." She lifted it and
waved it in front of her face before walking toward the door. "That's one
hell of a line. We'll never get in."


I moved up beside her and pulled out my
business card. "Sure we will. Follow behind me and hold on tightly to
Casey."


The large bouncer at the door lifted his
eyebrow at me and smirked. "Line's back there, Mr. Big Stuff."


"I'm here to critique the club as
part of Wilmington and Branch." I lifted my card toward him and tilted my
head. "Get your manager if you need to check me in. I'm on your
list."


"And the girls?" He nodded back
to Viv and Casey. 


"Both mine." I put my wallet
back into my pocket and moved back before wrapping an arm around each of them.
"Need to double check my credentials?"


"Nope. I know who you are now. Your
food critic is already in the back. Enjoy your time here, Mr. Parks." He
nodded and moved back. 


"Wow. That was cool." Casey
turned to face me as I released them just inside the club. 


"Naw, just
the norm. Part of the gig, I guess." I turned to find Viv gone already.
"Where'd she go?"


"Bathroom, I bet. Let's get some
drinks and then we can find her." Casey took my hand and pulled me toward
the bar. 


Now was my time to talk to Casey. I wasn't
sure how receptive she would be to discussing Viv with me, but it didn't
matter. I needed to right the wrong I'd done. Vivian was back to being as
withdrawn with me as she was on Sunday night on the plane. Actually worse. 


I ordered three beers and turned to Viv's petite,
pixie-like friend. "Did I upset her? Is that why she's barely talking to
me?"


"Something like that, but I'm not so
sure she's necessarily mad at you. She's just closed back off. I told you that
she's just gotten out of a really bad relationship." Casey watched me as
she took a long drink of her beer. "She's not ready to move on just
yet."


"Bad relationship as in the guy was
bad to her? Hit her or what?" Anger burned through me at the very thought
of anyone laying his hands on Vivian. 


"They were together for ten
years." She sighed softly as if a memory rushed across her vision.
"He finally asked her out in fifth grade, but I had to almost twist his
arm to do it. She was a tomboy back then, and really into sports. There aren't
many sports that she doesn't play, or didn't use to, really."


"Ten years and then what?" I
turned to see Vivian walk out of the ladies room, her eyes moving across the
hordes of people as she searched for us. I lifted up, using one of the
barstools beside me and waved until I caught her attention. 


"Then she found him fucking another
girl in his dorm room. He'd been sleeping around for years. She's just trying
to get over it now. She's been pretty numb for the last month or so."


I cringed as I moved back down to the
ground. How anyone would cheat on a woman like Viv was a mystery to me. She
seemed to be the full-package deal. 


"When did she find out about him
cheating?" I wanted to talk to Casey for hours, but knew my time was
running short. 


"Early February. This was supposed to
be their Valentine’s slash graduation trip, but she canceled it after dumping
him. We got the airlines to move it to spring break and put it down for the two
of us, but I basically had to tell them the situation. We got someone who
actually had a heart on the phone when we called them." She turned and
lifted her beer. "I didn't tell you any of that."


"Nope. I know nothing." I
extended the beer to Vivian. "We got this for you. Hope it's good."


"Yeah. Thanks. Why do you two look
like you're plotting my doom?" She gave Casey a cocky smile, but it slid
off her pretty face as she glanced back toward me.


It took every ounce of willpower I had not
to reach out, grab her and pull her against me, reminding her how good we were going to be together when we both got over all
our shit. I didn't move a muscle. She wasn't ready for anything from me, and I
could quickly see why our kiss earlier that week hadn't been the best move on
my part, nor the subsequent pushing her back. 


I was an ass, and needed to figure out how
to make things up to her. 


"What a dick," Casey mumbled,
bringing me from my thoughts. 


Vivian stood next to me, her pretty face
far more pale than I'd seen anyone before. She looked like someone had just
informed her that her parents were killed in an accident. I reached for her,
unable to help myself. 


"Viv, what's wrong?" I slid my
hands around her waist and turned her to face me. "Talk to me."


"Her ex is here...and he's not
alone." Casey pressed her shoulder against mine. "That ex..."

















 

Chapter
15


Vivian



 


 

As if it weren't bad enough to have to be
around Easton and act like everything he said and did didn't turn me into a
puddle, but now Jackson too? 


"You gotta
fucking be kidding me." I let my eyes run along Easton's beautiful face as
concern filled his eyes. I turned my attention down to Casey. "I've gotta get out of here. I can't do this."


"Yes you can. You and I are together.
Got it?" Easton slid his hand up my side, over my shoulder and cupped the
side of my neck. "Pretend that we're lovers, and I'm totally smitten by
you. It wouldn't be far from the truth. He can suffer just watching us."


"I'm not going to use you like that.
I'm not that kind of girl, Easton." I started to pull away from him, my
heart already beating rapidly just due to our closeness. 


"Yes you are. This is going to be
great." Casey squeezed my shoulder tightly. "Play the part. Jackson's
going to flip his shit."


Tears filled my eyes and I tilted my head
toward the ceiling, trying to blink them back. "It's not that easy, guys.
He has my heart."


"I don't like it," Easton
mumbled and forced me to look back down at him as he reached up and brushed
away a few of the tears that escaped my eyes. "Let me help you tonight.
Please."


"It's too dangerous, and I'm not
looking for another heartbreak, but thank you." I pulled from him and
turned, letting my eyes scan the floor until I spotted him. Jackson was nothing
compared to Easton in terms of looks, just a silly, country quarterback against
a sexy well-to-do suit, but he still had ten years of my life wrapped around
him. 


I lifted my beer to my lips and ignored
Casey and Easton's hushed conversation. I wasn't interested in playing any
part, or I didn't think I was. The minute Jackson glanced up and his eyes
widened, everything changed. 


Taking a step back, I bumped into Easton
and reached back, pulling his strong arm around my waist and pressing against
him. Chill bumps broke out across my skin as he complied, taking my demands a
step farther and pressing his soft lips to the side of my neck before dragging
them slowly up to rest beside my ear. 


"I know you're upset with me, but use
me tonight. I want to make it up to you. I want us to be friends for a long
time." He kissed my ear, and I nodded. 


"Okay, but nothing more than
this." I turned to brush my nose by his. "Just this night at the
club."


"If you end up in my bed, it's
because you wanted to." He slid his hand along my jaw and pulled me down
for a long kiss. 


I forgot all about Jackson and everyone
else in the room for a minute. I'd just started to turn to press myself against
the front of Easton, when I heard my name spoken reverently from the same voice
that lorded over my life for so long. 


"Vivian. What're you doing
here?" Jackson had his hand wrapped around a pretty blonde's hand, her
breasts spilling over the top of her tiny dress and leaving nothing to the
imagination. 


I turned and took a quick breath as Easton
moved to my side a little, but kept one arm wrapped tightly around me. 


"Just decided to have a vacation.
This is Easton, and of course you know Casey." I moved a little as Easton
extended his hand. 


"From the small town to the big city,
hm?" Easton smiled and shook Jackson's hand. 


My ex had a look on his face that I'd seen
far too many times. It was a mixture of discomfort and anger. 


"Yeah, sure. Not sure what that
means, but whatever." He glanced down and shook his head. "You meet
this guy here or take him with you?"


"We've been dating for a few weeks
now." Easton moved to my side and draped his arm over my shoulders. 


"He's big shit in New York."
Casey poked Jackson in the chest, and something inside of me cringed. I should
have hated him completely, and a large part of me did, but I didn't want anyone
hurting him or berating him on my behalf. 


"Dance with me?" He turned his
attention back to me. "Just one more time."


I realized that he hadn't introduced his
girl, but he probably wouldn't. He was a cheating ass, but some part of me
believed that the boy I'd fallen in love with and planned my future with still
lived inside of him. My mother could turn men into villains all day long, but
there was more to it than just black or white. There had to be.


"Go ahead if you want." Easton glanced
down at me and smiled. "I'll be right here when you get back."


"Okay." I lifted to my toes and
brushed my lips across his, not having to feign attraction at all. Jackson was
my past, and though Easton probably had no hold on my future, it didn't mean
that I couldn't easily see him having all of it, if he only wanted it. 


He pulled me in closely and kissed me
sensually, like I was the only woman in the room. Funny how the feeling
dissipated the minute he released me. Reality set in, and the thought of not
being good enough for neither Jackson nor him threatened to consume me. 


I took Jackson's hand and ignored his
date's glare as best I could. Glancing back at Casey, I nodded toward the girl.
"Be nice."


Casey huffed. "Fuck that. I'm not the
nice friend. You are, remember?"


"This isn't good." I glanced up
at Jackson as he moved us to the center of the dance floor and turned, pulling
me against him and gripping my hips tightly. "Casey isn't going to be nice
to that poor girl."


"That girl is a vicious bitch, she'll
be fine." His eyes moved across me slowly as he licked at his lips.
"You look fucking hot. I haven't stopped thinking about you, you know. Not
a damn day goes by that I don't regret what happened between us."


"You moved on, Jack. Plain and simple."
I slid my hands up his chest and forced the memories of us making love from my
mind. It wouldn't take more than a few kind words from him and I'd limp away
from the dance floor, crippled emotionally by the need to get my life back.
"And you dumped me, remember? You cheated on me for years and then dumped
me when I found out."


"Only because you couldn't forgive
me, Viv. You and I are supposed to be forever. I've said that a million
times." He pressed his strong body to the front of mine, his erection
thick and hard. "If you don't see that, then you're ignorant."


I pushed a little against his chest and
shook my head. "No. Those days are over. I thought we would be forever,
too, but you changed all of that. Besides, I'm with someone else now."


He laughed and nodded toward the bar.
"That guy? He's not even your type, Viv. I'm your type."


"You were my type. You're nothing to
me now. How could you be? You traded everything we had for a few nights of
passion with others." I glanced to my left, catching Easton's strong gaze.
He didn't look happy at all, and the very thought of him being upset over me
and Jackson thrilled a part of my heart that was turning icy far too fast.


"I messed up, okay? We both know
that." He slid his hands back to cup my rear, and I pushed at his chest,
not willing to play his game.   


"Yeah, you did, and I'm not sure what
the fuck you're doing in Miami when you had to have known that I would be here
too." I narrowed my eyes at him. "You knew I was here, didn't
you?"


"I actually didn't. I assumed you'd
go to Jamaica. Remember we used to always talk about having our honeymoon
there." He reached up and brushed his thumb over my cheek. "I love
you. I always have. You're the only woman I could even think about spending my life
with, Viv."


"I'm not doing this here. I
can't." I pushed at his chest once more and broke the contact. "I
wasn't enough, remember?" 


Tears burned my gaze as he reached for me.
"I was being a dumbass. I broke it off because I thought I could find
better, but I can't. I want you. I'll always want you."


"She's taken." Easton's voice
was low and ominous as he tugged at my arm and moved in between me and Jackson.
"And she's dancing with me now, so fuck off." 


I turned and moved into Easton’s arms as
he wrapped them tightly around me, molding his body to mine and dancing with
the music. I pressed my face to his chest and tightened my hold on him as a
soft sob racked my body. The very last thing I wanted to do was let Easton know
anything about me, especially all my relationship dysfunction. It was something
I was hoping to hide for just a few more days from him. 


Just
a few more days and I would have been on a plane, headed back to my life, and
you could get back to yours. 


"Shhh. It's
okay." He kissed the side of my hair and spoke to Jackson a few more
seconds, but I ignored them, needing so badly to forget everything and
everyone, even for just a night. 


Easton’s strong hands massaged the back of
my neck as I lifted my face to his and tried to speak. Nothing came out and he
gave me a smile that wasn't filled with pity, but adoration. 


"You don't need to say anything. I
forced Casey to tell me a little bit about it. You can hate me later." He
moved down and brushed his nose past mine. "No wonder you're so
guarded."


"I just want to understand why. If I
knew what I did then maybe I could–”


"No. People who are cheated on don't
do anything to deserve that shit. It's all on him, Vivian. It has little to
nothing to do with you." His eyes moved around my face as his body
hardened against mine. "You're so far beyond beautiful, so innocent and
kind. He's a fucking idiot."


I pressed against the sexy man holding me
and slid my hands over his hips as I closed my eyes and tried to imagine myself
as he said I was. It wasn't possible, but it didn't matter. I wanted to feel
the intense sensation of being wanted, even if it was a lie that would slip
through my fingers the next morning. 


"He's all I know." I turned my
head to look back at the bar. 


Jackson and Casey were in each other's
faces, but they had been our whole lives. It was nothing new, and he wouldn't
hurt Casey no matter what. They were like siblings, which was half the fun of
sharing life with both of them. 


"Then you need to get out more. Not
everything has to be a heart-breaking love story." Easton slid his hands
along my face as I turned my attention back toward him. His piercing green eyes
studied me, his lips so soft and wet. 


"What if I want a love story? What if
I'm not the girl that can have a one-night stand? It's just not in my blood to
be anything other than what I am." I spun and pressed my back to his
chest, rolling my hips as the song shifted to something sensual and naughty.
"How do I become her and live in that life for a while? How do I get that
break in reality?" 


His hand spayed out across my stomach as
he leaned down and licked just below my ear. "I'm not sure, but I want to
help you find out. Getting over this dick-wad by the bar might just be the
opening yourself up to casual dating for fun. Live a little?"


He was right, and yet another part of me
lamented over the fact that all he was willing to give was a few nights of fun.
I kept returning to the same conversation with myself over and over about not
needing a man in my life. It would seem it was the only sane way to get through
any of the shit I had currently facing me. 


I lifted my arm in the air and arched my
back, pressing my ass against Easton's arousal and moaning softly as he rocked
it against me over and over until my body cried out for penetration. 


Turning, I glanced up at him and took a
sharp breath. "I want to be someone else tonight."


"I like you just the way you
are." He leaned down and brushed his lips by mine. "Just stop being
mad at me. I'm struggling too, if you haven't noticed."


"One night. One night to see what
this is between us." I ran my fingers by his lips and cried out quietly as
he sucked two of my fingers deep into his mouth. "I need you."


He pulled back and slid his hands over the
curve of my rear as he rocked against me again. "Then let's get out of
here and go back to the hotel. I'll give you anything you want. Anything you
need."


Lust pumped through me in violent waves,
far harder than anything else I'd felt before. I wasn't the type of woman to
spend the night with a stranger, but maybe it was time for that to change. My
life hadn't panned out so well thus far. Maybe a subtle shift to elevate
pleasure above all else would help. Everyone else seemed to do it. 


"Get the fuck off my girl."
Jackson's tone was loud and immediately set me on edge. He was the kind of guy
who loved a good fight more than anything else. 


I wanted passion in my life, but I didn't
want anything to do with drama. 
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She fit perfectly against me, her body so incredibly tight and pliable as I rocked against her. The
fact that her ex-boyfriend had shown up in the club was honestly a little hard
to believe. He had to have planned them bumping into each other, or fate was
working overtime for the week. 


I spread my fingers out wide across her
stomach as I rubbed myself against her. She needed to know how far beyond hot
she was. The fact that my body was almost shaking with need should have been
more than enough to remind her. She was a good girl, the kind of woman I could
take home and plan a future with, but she was hurting – a lot. 


The tall guy who'd caused most of it
stopped in front of us and barked at me to move away from Vivian, as if he had
the right to demand anything from either of us. 


She lifted her hand and pressed it to his
chest. "I don't want any trouble. Seriously."


"Then stop dry humping some dude
right in front of me. You're not a slut, Viv. Don't be one just to impress me.
It's not becoming." He swatted her hand from his chest angrily. 


I tugged her behind me and moved up,
looking Jackson in the eye as our height matched up perfectly. He was almost
the same body type as me, but had a little more muscle than I did. Had to be
because he was still in college and I was living a busy-ass life. 


Has
to be.


"Fuck off. No one's interested in
your attitude or the way you treat women. Find someone else to mess around
with. Vivian's mine, and I'm not going anywhere. You messed up. Live with
it." I straightened my shoulders and tilted my head just a little, making
sure he knew by my stance alone that I had no problem whooping his ass in the
middle of the dance floor. Vivian might not be ready to spend the night in
jail, but I was if it was necessary. My boss, Jon, was a brawler like no other.
He would understand if I called for help. So would my dad. 


"Who are you, anyway? Vivian was just
in the grocery store crying her fucking face off over me on Sunday." He
pushed at my chest, and I moved closer to him as she tugged at my arm. 


"Easton, please. I don't like
violence." She pressed her breasts to my arm and gave me a pleading look,
but I'd already gone too far. If I backed down, the bastard would think he'd
won, and he hadn't.


"I'm her new man. Leave her alone, or
I'll fuck you up." I turned and took her hand before walking toward the
bar. "Let's get out of here. Where's Casey?"


"I don't know. Let me look for
her." Vivian wrapped her hands around my hand and tucked herself against
my side, setting my body and heart on fire even more for her. She belonged
there beside me. 


I paid our tab and turned in time to catch
a drink to the face. Whiskey stung my eyes, but I had very little doubt as to
who'd thrown the liquor at me. 


"Don't tell me what to do, mother
fucker. This girl you think you've captivated isn't up for grabs. She's been
mine my whole life, and I'm not leaving here without her." He swung as I
turned slightly, grabbing his arm and pulling him into the bar top. 


He hit it hard with his side and doubled
over about the time I uppercut his jaw, knocking the big brute onto his ass.
Bending down, I got in his face as he rolled onto his side. 


"Don't come near her again, or I'll
make sure you don't get up for a few days. Got me?" I got in his face and
pressed my forehead to his, wanting to make sure he was more than aware of who
the alpha was between the two of us. My brothers had pulled this side of me out
on numerous occasions. I was comfortable delivering ass-whoopings
when necessary, even if Viv didn't like it. 


Standing, I realized that she'd moved away
from the drama in search of Casey. I followed after her and stopped beside her,
sliding my hand onto her lower back as she glanced back at me. 


"I got a text from her that she left
already. I don't like it."


"She's a grown woman, and any man
would be an idiot to mess with her. Let me get the car and we'll get out of
here. You can try and call her on our way back over to the resort." I
leaned down and kissed her cheek. "Stay up here by the bouncer and don't
talk to your ex if he hobbles over here."


"Hobbles?" She lifted her
eyebrow at me. The pretty girl must have missed the whole show. 


"Wait here." I ignored her
question and got the car, texting her to come out after I pulled up. I couldn't
help but appreciate how well her little black dress fit her as she walked
around the front of the car and got in quickly. 


"She knows that I hate it when she
leaves somewhere without me." Viv let out a frustrated sounding sigh and
buckled up. "Just go back to La Mage and I'll check my room for her."


"Alright. I'm sure she's fine. Keep
trying to call her." I pulled out of the club parking lot and took my time
getting us back to the hotel. The crowds were thick, and by the time we got
back to the hotel, my desire and carnal nature were properly tucked away. The
massive amounts of adrenaline that flooded my system both due to my lust over
Viv and my anger over her ex emptied out, leaving me weary. 


"Case, it's me. Please call me back.
Easton and I are back at the hotel, and I'm worried about you. I have my cell
phone with me. You know I hate it when you do this shit. Call me now,
please." Vivian dropped her hands into her lap as I parked in the front of
the resort and several valets rushed toward us. 


"Let's get something to eat and we
can try to reach her again. You wanna change?" I
opened my door and moved to the front of the car, offering her my hand. I was
almost surprised that she took it, but she did. I used my grasp on her to pull
her close to me as we walked into the ornate lobby. 


"Yeah, I'm hungry. Let's go to your
room and order room service. I'll go change in a little while. I want to find
my friend first." She moved us toward the elevator, pulling in front of me
a little, which afforded me a beautiful sideview of
her incredible body. 


Even with my mind running in ten different
directions, my stomach tightened and my pulse picked up at the sight of her. I
couldn't remember another woman having such a strong sensual pull on me. We got
into the elevator and I pressed myself to the front of her. 


"Give me tonight. I don't know what
tomorrow looks like, but eat dinner with me, laugh with me, let me make love to
you. Be that girl tonight that doesn't fall in love, but dives into lust."


"Are you that guy?" Her brow
pulled tightly as she reached up and brushed her fingers through my hair. 


"Not at all, but I want to be him
just in case nothing becomes of this thing between us." I leaned down and
brushed my lips over hers as my fingers drug down her legs. "I'm not in
the penthouse anymore. Just a nice single bedroom. That okay?"


"Is there a fireplace?" She ran
her fingers over the swell of my pectoral muscle, playing with my nipple as she
watched me closely. 


"Yeah, it's a big room. Tons of space
to chill out for an evening." I nipped at her mouth. "I wouldn't ask
if I didn't want it so damn bad."


"It?" She pushed at my chest
with very little force. 


"You." I moved down to lick the
long column of her neck. "I want to know what you taste like, Viv. I know
it's not right, but I can't stop thinking about it."


Her breath caught, and I moved to press a
long kiss to her perfect mouth. My chest was aching with hard emotion by the
time the door behind us opened, and I moved out. 


"Come with me." I extended my
hand to her. "Just for the night?"


"What if I want more than one
night?" She moved out of the elevator and took my hand, lifting it to cup the side of her neck. "What if this just hurts me
as much as everything else has lately?"


"Don't let it." I took her hand
and pulled her flush against me before dancing her toward my room. "Maybe
we're supposed to be more, but if not, why can't we share a night of pleasure
before you leave me?"


"Me leave you?" She smirked and
leaned against the wall as I worked to get the door to my room open. She was
classically beautiful, and I knew what a grand mistake it was going to be to
take her in my arms and make love to her. 


"I'd never be able to walk away from
a woman like you should we decide on more than a night. I'm no fool."
Tears filled her eyes, and my heart broke in my chest. 


"I don't know if I can do this. I'm
too broken right now." She pressed her hands to the doorframe as I walked
in. 


"Then dinner and a nightcap. Nothing
more." I turned to face her and started to work on my shirt. "Kick
off your shoes and grab the menu."


"Dinner. Nothing else." She
walked in, pausing as if still trying to determine just how detrimental it
would be to let the door close behind her. 


"Dessert has to be part of the deal.
We were accosted last time we tried. We'll make up for it tonight." I
chuckled, trying to soften the intensity between us. I wanted nothing more than
to strip her bare and spend the evening finding ways to hear her cry out my
name, but she was fragile, though I wanted to convince her that there was no
need to be. 


Casey's words rolled over me and I ignored
them. I wasn't sure if I was ready to go 'all in' with someone, but I couldn't
pass up the opportunity to spend whatever remaining days I had left with
Vivian. She was too special to miss out on, sex or no sex. 


"We were accosted because you drug us
down a dark alley." She kicked off her shoes as her shoulders sagged a
little. "I think you set that up to prove just how much of a superhero you
are."


She picked up the menu, and I moved in
behind her, wrapping my arms around her upper waist and pressing a kiss to the
side of her neck. "You think I'm a superhero?"


"Absolutely. Case does too,
remember?" She awarded me a sexy, soft laugh and pointed to the appetizer
platter. "How about this? Appetizers and desserts?"


"Anything you want." I kissed
her neck again. "I'm sorry about tonight. It was supposed to be fun."


"It was at times. Crazy shit just
keeps happening to me." She sat the menu down and turned in my arms,
surprising me a little by wrapping her arms around me. "My mother called
on Tuesday and said that she and my father are getting a divorce. He cheated on
her a few years back and she's been trying to forgive him since, but has
finally come to terms with the fact that she can't. She wants me to believe
that all men are cheating bastards. I just can't."


I slid my fingers through her thick, silky
hair and gripped it carefully as I studied her. "Not all men are like that,
Viv. Something tells me you already know that though."


"Why do you want to make love to me,
Easton? If you're anything like me, you know that you'll regret it in the
morning." She slid her hands over my hips and brushed the top of my ass,
causing my heart to skip a beat. 


"I can't get over the fact that if I
don't feel you beneath me that I'll be missing out on possibly the greatest
adventure of my life." I kissed the tip of her nose. "It's stupid,
and selfish, but you turn me on so fucking much. I don't want to hurt your
heart though, and I'm not sure where I stand on commitment. My career is
everything to me and–”


She pressed her fingers to my lips and
nodded. "I get it. I don't need to hear it again."


I nodded and kissed her fingers before
moving down and capturing her lips with mine. She could push me away if she
wanted, but I prayed like hell that she wouldn't. 


"Give yourself to me. Let me take you
and help heal what this asshole made you believe." I kissed her again
softly, studying her beautiful blue eyes as she nodded. Her next words set my
blood on fire and surprised the hell out of me. 


"No being sweet or caring. If this is
just sex, let's make it just about sex," she whispered and tugged at the
edge of my shirt before pulling it over my head for me. 


"No caring or kindness. Just
fucking..." I spun her around and tugged the zipper on her dress down,
needing to hurry in case she changed her mind. I'd dreamt of the moment for the
last few nights and nothing else. I wasn't letting the fantasy go again.
Pulling her dress over her head, I popped her perfect ass and pressed her upper
back. "Get on all fours on the bed and make sure you moan loudly for me,
okay?"


She nodded and climbed up on the bed, her
arms shaking slightly as she did as I told her to. I'd not seen a vision of
sensual beauty like her in all of my life. Her little black panties disappeared
into the curve of her ass, and her black bra left her breasts spilling out the
top of it.


I dropped to my knees and wrapped my arms
around the front of her thighs, pulling her back as I pressed my mouth to her
wet panties and groaned just before tugging them to the side and lapping at her
as if I were starving. 


I only pulled back for a minute to tell
her the truth. "You're so beautiful, Vivian. So much more than I could
fathom having beneath me. Relax and enjoy me tonight."


"Please," she whispered and
pressed back, giving herself over to me fully. 

















 

Chapter
17


Vivian



 


 

It wasn't the smartest decision I'd made
in the last few months, but seeing the desire Easton had in his eyes for me
left me wanting to explore it fully. Dinner and dessert would have to wait. I'd
committed to letting him have control over me just long enough for me to forget
the pain that lay deep inside of me over Jackson. Easton had the power to tug
me far beneath the mountain of guilt I felt over not realizing all the shit
that had happened with my parents. It would suffocate the desire I experienced
every time he and I had bumped into each other over the last few days. We'd
been playing a dangerous game, but tonight was about throwing in our lots,
tossing caution to the wind and letting pleasure reign supreme. 


I cried out loudly as his tongue brushed
down my sex, his fingers gripping my ass tightly as he pressed his face against
my need and sucked rhythmically. 


There would have been a time when I
wouldn't have imagined letting anyone touch me intimately but Jackson, but the
handsome bastard behind me had torn down my resolve for the night. 


"So wet," he mumbled against my
flesh as his tongue parted me, and he lapped at the center of my body. 


My arms threatened to give out, but I
forced myself to stay upright and enjoy the attention he gave me so expertly.
Sliding my hands out, I pressed my forehead to the bed as he brushed his thumb
by my entrance, pushing in only a little. 


Fire exploded from deep inside my stomach,
and I jerked back up to my hands, forcing myself back to take the rest of his
digit into my body as I undulated my hips. 


"Take whatever you need, Viv."
He bit the back of my thigh as I rode the wave of pleasure he'd forced upon me.



"So good," I whimpered and let
my head drop before pulling forward and lying flat on the bed. I worked to
catch my breath and pushed away the desire to cover up. Had I really gotten
half naked in front of a stranger and let him eat me out? From behind?


A tremor ran through me as Easton crawled
up on the bed and covered my body with his. The soft warmth of his chest
against my back ushered in a peace that I hadn't remembered feeling for a long
time. He might be someone I had just met, but every part of me found rightness
with him. 


"You're so delicious. I want to turn
you over and do that again. To watch your beautiful face contort while you cum
for me." He pressed his lips to the back of my shoulder and slid his hand
down to grip my hip as he rocked against me. 


I groaned and lifted my rear a little,
rubbing it against the hardness of his erection. "That felt so good."


"Good, baby. I want you to drown in
pleasure tonight." He moved back and worked on his jeans as I rolled onto
my back and sat up. 


"I wanna
taste you now." I moved toward the edge of the bed, but he reached out and
pressed his hand gently to my chest. 


"Not right now. I want to make love
to you." He turned and walked from the bed to his dresser as his jeans
slid over his hips and dropped to the ground. His tight blue boxer-briefs left
little to the imagination, but I wanted to take every inch of him in before we
started fucking. Otherwise, I knew I'd miss out on seeing his beautiful body. 


Getting up, I walked across the room and
wrapped my arms around him, pressing a kiss on his strong back. He grunted
softly and tore a condom package open before setting it down and sliding his
underwear off. 


I moved back and ran my fingers over the
thick curve of his ass, squeezing softly and enjoying watching him much more
than I should have. I slipped my panties off and stood back up as my legs shook
slightly. 


"Turn around. I want to see
you." I gripped his shoulder tightly and pulled as he turned around to
face me. He was gorgeous, his body strong and lined with subtle muscles. Dark
hair ran from the center of his belly down to frame his thick cock. 


I moved toward him, reaching out and
cupping him with one hand while stroking him with the other. 


He took my face in his hands and leaned
down, kissing me fully and pressing against my hand as I sucked on his tongue.
The musky tones of my pleasure rolled over me, and something spilled open deep
inside of me. Where playing it safe with Jackson sounded right and good, this
thing with Easton was hot and a little edgy. I wanted it – badly. 


After breaking the kiss, he let his lips
hover over mine as he panted softly and closed his eyes. "Your hands are
so damn soft."


"Yes, and you're gorgeous. I could
stare at you all day." I pressed my lips once against his and raked my
nails over his sensitive flesh. The sound of his breath catching caused chill
bumps to race along my exposed skin. 


He unwrapped my fingers from his cock and
glanced down, rolling the condom on quickly before reaching for me. "You
want this, right?"


I glanced down at him as my nipples budded
once more. "Yes. Now."


"Good." He leaned down and
pressed his lips to my breast, sucking one of my nipples deep into his mouth
over my bra as his fingers dug into the back of my legs. I was shocked by his
strength as he picked me up and urged me to wrap my legs around his waist.
"Wrap your arms around my neck and hold yourself up, Viv."


I did as I was told and held on tightly to
him as he positioned our bodies to join. A long moan left me as he pressed into
me. 


His eyes moved from our conjoined bodies
up to watch my face as I tried to keep myself together. 


"No. Enjoy me. Let go," he
whispered and walked toward the closest wall, pressing my back to it and
thrusting hard as he pressed all the way inside of me. 


Warmth spread across me, and I tightened
my legs around his waist, lifting up and bouncing a little on his thick
offering. Not having been with a man in a couple of months, I'd almost
forgotten how incredibly good it felt to be stretched. 


"Oh fuck," he grumbled and
pressed his chest to mine as his strong fingers dug into my upper thighs. With
quick jerks, he lifted me up as he pressed deep inside of me and pulled me down
as he pulled out, the pressure delicious, the sensual dance thrilling. 


"I'm not going to last long, but I
need to hear you cum again for me." He licked at the side of my neck
before pinning me to the wall and pressing his lips to my ear. 


I nodded, unable to speak as he continued
his assault, fucking far better than Jackson ever had. I hadn't been exposed to
this side of carnality, but it was heady and demanding. 


He moved his arms down to rest under my
knees as he forced me open farther and picked up the pace of his thrusts. 


I glanced down as the room burst into
stars around me. He was beyond sensual as he worked himself toward ecstasy and
held me captive in my own. 


"Easton," I cried out as my body
tightened around his rhythmically. 


"I'm gonna
join you." He moved to align his face with mine and pressed his lips to
mine, kissing and licking at my mouth as he grunted and groaned. His body
stiffened and he stopped thrusting as a long cry left him. 


I tightened my arms around his neck and
used my hold on him to lift up and continue to stroke his body with mine,
pulling him through his own orgasm as best I could. 


"God," he whispered as his eyes
opened. The dark green was breathtaking, but the way he looked at me as if he
could so easily be in love with me seared me deep inside my chest. "That
was so fucking hot."


"I couldn't agree more." I
lifted up as he pulled out of me and sat me back down on my feet. 


He walked toward the bathroom, and I
rushed around, trying to get dressed. It seemed so weird not to be cuddled up
next to each other, but it would be a little too much to expect or ask for.
Lovers had sex and cuddled, friends who fucked simply fucked. 


I walked to the bathroom as he started the
shower and walked out. The look on his face told me that he wasn't too thrilled
with the fact that I was dressed. 


"Can you zip this, please?" I
gave him a tight smile and turned, giving him my back. 


"Yeah, but why are you getting
dressed? There's a robe in here you can wear while we eat dinner. Let's take a
shower together. I'll wash your body and get you cleaned for later tonight. I'm
not done with you." He wrapped his big arms around me and pressed a kiss
to the side of my neck. "Please don't tell me that you're leaving right
now."


"I have to. I've not heard from Casey
yet, and I'm worried." I moved out of his hold, turned and pressed a kiss
to his swollen lips as I ran my fingers through his hair. "That was
incredible."


"You're incredible." He reached
for me, but I pulled back and laughed. 


"If we start kissing again, then I'm
not likely to leave." I started for the door. 


"That's kinda
the plan. I was thinking shower, dinner, dessert, more sex, and then snuggling.
I wanted to hear all your deepest fantasies. "


I smiled and glanced over my shoulder.
"Sounds like an evening I'd want to repeat far more often than either of
us would allow. Call me tomorrow. I need to find Case."


"Okay. Night, Viv." He watched
me with disappointment on his handsome face as I walked out into the hall and
let out a long breath I'd been holding. 


Too much was right with the way he touched
me, the way he wanted to hear me cry out when I dove into ecstasy. I wanted to
cum for him just so he could hear how good he was without ever having to use a
word. 


My heart was too connected to my
willingness to share my body. I wasn't teasing him with the fact that I wasn't
a one-night stand sort of girl. Every cell in my body screamed for me to return
to him and lay claim to his heart. He'd already taken hold of mine, and it had
only been a few days. Love was unfair and lust was no better. It promised to be
clean and unconnected for some while dragging others into the murky water of heartbreak
and longing. 


I pulled my phone from the small pocket at
the front of my dress and checked for messages from Casey again, finding
nothing. 


"Dammit." I dialed her number
and opened the door for the stairwell. Taking my time, I walked down the three
flights of stairs between my floor and Easton's. Having called Casey twice, I
decided to leave another message, this time no different than the last. 


I reached my room and walked in, calling
out to my best friend and getting no reply. If she wasn't back in the morning,
I would call the police and start searching for her. She was known to pull shit
like this all the time when we were younger, but over the years she seemed to
chill out a little, or enough because she knew what it did to me. 


There weren't any guys at the club that I
saw that she would even be interested in. She was the kind of girl who went way
above her league where men were concerned. If the guy wasn't model or movie
star material, she wasn't interested. 


After stripping down, I got into a hot
shower and let my mind move back to sex with Easton. It wasn't good to leave
him the way I did, but I was worried about Case. The idea of her needing me, or
stumbling into the room drunk and perhaps sick, and being alone was too much to
bear. 


I pulled out my phone as it dinged, hoping
like hell it was my best friend. 



 

Easton: You make it back to your room
okay?


Me: Yeah, but she's still not here. I'm
worried. 


Easton: Let's go look for her. Get dressed
and I'll come get you. 


Me: No. She does this all the time. I'm
just going to stay here and try to get some sleep. I'm exhausted. 


Easton: Being sexy will do that to you. 


Me: You should know. You're blistering
hot.


Easton: You're making me blush. 


Me: This I gotta
see. 


Easton: Let me come down. We can just
watch TV and order some food. You don't need to be alone after we made love. It
just doesn't feel right.



 

I pressed my fingers to my lips, trying to
think through my response. I wanted him to come down, but I knew better. My heart
already longed for something that wasn't likely to happen between us. I didn't
have to be a bitch like I'd planned to be at the start of the night, but I had
to protect myself. No one else was going to do it for me. 



 

Me: I'm really tired, but we can get
together tomorrow. I'll call you in the morning. You can snuggle me up with one
of your great hugs.


Easton: Alright. Sweet dreams, beautiful.
Mine will be filled with you.



 

Tears burned my eyes as I dropped my phone
on the bed and walked to the bathroom, removing the last of my clothes as I
did. I didn't have to go to sleep to dream about someone as incredible as
Easton Parks. He could quickly become the man of my dreams without any energy
or effort. 


"Funny how those great dreams quickly
morph into nightmares." I grabbed a hand towel and got into the shower,
waiting for it to warm up enough to soak the cloth. I pressed it to my face and
let the first of several long cries leave me. Lust was fun, but love was
something I thought would always be mine. I needed to bleed out the torrent of
emotions that were building up behind my calm facade. Otherwise, they would
spill out and scare everyone as badly as they sometimes scared me. 

















 

Chapter
18


Easton



 


 

I was quite disappointed in Vivian running
from me the night before, but I understood it all too well. She was working
hard to keep her heart separated from her body. I was doing the same, but not
nearly as successfully as she was. Her refusal to let me come hang out with her
was a slap to the face that I quickly dismissed. I didn't want the heavy
emotion sitting on me all throughout the night. 


My phone buzzed frantically the next
morning, constantly rattling until I crawled out of the warmth of my bed and
answered it. 


"What?" I barked, not wanting to
be an ass, but far too tired to hold back. 


"Easton, it's
Vivian. Casey didn't come back to the hotel last night and she's still not
answering my text. I'm sorry to bother you, but I'm scared." Her voice was
strained and laced with exhaustion. 


"Have you been up all night?" I
ran my hand over my face and tried to work on pulling on a pair of jeans and
slipping my feet into the closest shoes to me. 


"Yes. I kept thinking she would come
back or text." Vivian let out a shaky breath. "I think I need to go
file a report and maybe check around the club area or something."


"I'm coming down. Text me your room number and I'll be right there. It's going to
be okay. We'll figure it out." 


"I hope so," her voice was
nothing more than a whisper. 


I tucked the phone into my back pocket and
rushed around the room, putting myself together as quickly as I was able in the
midst of my haze. I took the stairs, trying to save some time and working hard
to catch my breath as I approached her door and knocked. 


She pulled it open after my first knock
and walked out into the hall with me, looking a bit unruly and intensely hot.
Her cotton shorts were more for sleeping in than prancing around the city, her
t-shirt soft looking, and her hair in a cute little messy bun. 


"Hey." I moved up beside her as
she stormed toward the elevator. "We're going to find her, okay?"


"Don't be nice to me, please. I'm
barely holding it together. She's been my best friend since I could walk."
Vivian pressed several buttons accidentally, her hands shaking hard. 


I pulled her back and reached around her
to press the button for the lobby. Tears welled in her beautiful, albeit tired,
eyes, and I pulled her against me, wrapping her in a tight hug and kissing the
top of her head. "It's okay, Viv. We're going to
find her. We'll take a cab to the station, okay?"


"I hope so," she mumbled as she
pulled back from me and pressed her palms to her eyes. "I told her that
this was a mistake. This trip was damned from the get-go. We should have just
stayed home and planned out graduation or hit our favorite places in New
York."


I grabbed her hand as we walked from the
elevator and moved toward the front door. "It's going to turn out just
fine. Casey seems like a wild child. I bet she went home with some good-looking
guy last night and just forgot to call thanks to one too many drinks."


"She could have been taken advantage
of. What the fuck was she thinking?" Viv pinned me with an angry stare as
if I'd been any part of it. 


I stopped by the valet. "We need a
cab to the police station please."


"Sure, Mr. Parks. We'll have a driver
take you. One minute." He moved away from us, but not before turning back
to let his eyes run across Vivian. The girl was oblivious to the multitudes of
looks she received, but now wasn't the time to mention it. 


"Come here." I pulled her
against me again and squeezed her tightly. "Hold it together for a little
while longer. We'll find Casey, get something to eat and take a nap,
okay?"


"Alright. I guess you're right."
She rested against me and released a deep breath. 


I brushed her hair back from her face
rhythmically and kissed the top of her head again. I was starting to think of
her as mine, which wasn't good for either of us, but it wasn't something I
could stop doing. She fit too well against me, caused too many foreign emotions
inside of me, moaned my name almost too well. 


"Here we go, Sir." The valet
held the door open to the Lincoln Continental and nodded toward us. "I
hope everything is okay."


"It will be. Thank you." I
pulled my wallet out of my jeans and handed him a tip before getting into the
backseat and reaching for Vivian's hand. "She didn't call or text at all
last night? The last time you saw her was at the club?"


"Yeah. I need to call Jackson to see
if maybe he saw her after we left. Remember she texted
that she left before we did? Maybe calling him is a waste of time." She
picked up her phone as I pressed my hand to the front of it. 


"You do whatever you want, but I'm
pretty sure Jackson left right after we did." I removed my hand from her
phone and shrugged. "Totally up to you of course."


"Maybe you're right. Let's talk to
the cops and then we'll go from there." She intertwined her fingers with
mine and glanced over at me. "Thank you for coming with me. I'm sure you
have a million meetings and such that you need to be at."


"They can come later. I'm good being
with you." I leaned over and brushed a kiss by her cheek. "I'm a
little upset with you not letting me come down last night."


"I know, but you know why I
couldn't." She turned to face the front, her expression locking into
unbendable resolve. 


"I get it, but you should have
called. You pacing the floor all night alone sounds heinous."


"I've been through worse." She
shrugged and tugged her hand from mine as her phone buzzed. She let out a sigh
and dropped it in the seat next to her. "Just my mother."


"Do you need to get it?" I asked
in earnest curiosity. I rarely ignored a call from my mom, but then again, she
rarely bothered me. 


"I'll call her later. She'll know
something is wrong if I answer the phone right now. That'll just lead to
questions that I don't feel like answering." She shrugged and sunk back
into the seat next to me, closing her eyes and relaxing a little. 


I studied her beautiful face, unable to
help myself. The dark circles under her eyes were concerning, but a good meal
and a great night of sleep would take care of that. It was the first I'd seen
her looking so ragged since meeting her. Some part of me liked it because it
acknowledged the fact that she could use a man like me to take care of her, to
protect and comfort her. 


"We're here," the driver called
back to us. 


"Come on. Let's see if they can help
us." I opened my door and helped her out before taking her hand and
walking into the busy police station. Someone gave us a number at the front,
and we made our way to the large waiting room where only two seats remained
open. I asked an elderly couple to scoot down so that I could sit by Viv, and
they were more than willing to accommodate us. 


I sat down and reached for her, pulling
her down beside me and cuddling her against my chest as she curled up and
closed her eyes again. Within seconds, she was sound asleep. 


I watched from above her, memorizing the
perfect slope of her eyebrows, her long eyelashes, and regal nose. But it was
her lips that captivated me, and I couldn't help but think back on our night
together, her body a playground of delights that I wanted to experience over
and over again. It would be better to just help her with Casey and disappear.
That's what Vivian would want to happen, but I knew I wasn't capable of being
so callous. 


Our run-in was to be blamed on fate
perhaps. But everything after that was all by choice. She might not appreciate
it much, but I chose to stay beside her for the rest of the week. The thought
of contacting her in New York rolled around in my mind as I pressed my lips to
the side of her head. She groaned and lifted her face a little, pressing her
nose to my neck and whimpering sensually. 


I had to focus on the thugs around us not
to get completely turned on by her simple nearness. 


"Vivian Hall?" A large Hispanic
cop called from the other side of the room while staring down at a clipboard.
"Vivian Hall?"


"Viv. Is your last name Hall,
baby?" I shook her a little as she came to and sat up. 


"Huh?" 


"Is your last name Hall?" I
stood and pulled her up with me. 


"Yeah. Is it our turn?" She got
up and looked around in confusion. 


"Yes." I moved toward the cop
and held on tightly to Viv's hand. I wanted her to know that she wasn't alone,
no matter how worried she might feel. 


"I'm Vivian Hall." She walked up
to the cop and squeezed my hand. "I need to report a missing person. My
best friend disappeared from a night club last night, and I haven't seen her or
heard from her since."


I released her hand and wrapped an arm
around her shoulders as she got a little choked up. 


"Has it been twenty-four hours?"
The cop pulled out a pen and flipped through several pages. 


"No, only twelve, I guess."
Vivian glanced over at me. 


"Then I can take down the
information, but you have to wait until your friend has been missing for
twenty-four hours to file a report. Lots of people appear to be missing, but
have simply gotten drunk and gone home with a lover for the night." She
glanced at us. "Give me the info and if she's not back by late tonight,
come back up here and ask for me. I'm Officer Milly. Okay?"


"Alright." Vivian let out a soft
sigh and gave the officer the information. 


After they wrapped up their conversation,
we got back into the car and drove back to the hotel. Vivian was a bit shaky,
her legs not seeming to want to hold her up any longer. I helped her sit down
in the lobby and walked to the front desk. 


"Hi. I'm Easton Parks. I wanted to
see if the penthouse was open for tonight. I know I stayed in there Sunday
night, but I'd like to revisit a few things if it's available." I hardly
ever twisted the truth, but I wanted something nice to treat Vivian with as she
waited to hear back from Casey. It was about all I had to offer. 


"It's available until Sunday. We'll
move you in there now, Mr. Parks. Would you like your things delivered from
your previous room?" The woman gave me a caring smile. 


"Yes. Thanks for your help. It's
appreciated." I took the key she offered me, turned and walked toward
Vivian. 


She glanced up and reached for me,
standing with my help as she let out a long, tired groan. "I feel like
I've been beaten with a baseball bat."


"You're just tired, Viv. Come on.
Let's go up to my room and rest. We can take a nap and get back some of your
energy. I bet that we'll hear from Casey soon and can put this madness to
bed." 


"Okay. I guess I'm out of options
anyway." She wrapped her arm around my lower back and moved with me toward
the elevator. "I don't know what I'm going to do if something has happened
to her."


"Nothing has happened. Stop thinking
like that." We got into the elevator and I pressed the button for the top.
"I'm back in the penthouse, so we can raid the mini-bar or order something
if you're hungry. They have a special menu up there with extra goodies on it. A
foodie like you will be in hog heaven."


"I'm starving, but I feel like an ass
for eating when Casey could be lying dead somewhere." She shuttered, and I
pressed my hand to her lower back, urging her to get off as the elevator
opened. 


"Let's check out the dessert bar they
advertise all the time. It's the only thing I don't think I've tried. Sound
good?" I typed in the code and inserted my key, pushing the door open and
ushering in the beautiful girl beside me. Just having her close to me left my heart beating a little harder than seemed
necessary, but I was falling hard. I prayed I wasn't the only one. 


Her phone buzzed and she yanked it from
her back pocket, lifting it to her ear as her eyes filled with tears again. She
turned her back to me as her shoulders curled in tightly. 


"Where the fuck have you been?"
Her voice was tense and filled with hard emotion.


I moved to the phone in the living room
and ordered a few dishes as well as the dessert sampler bar. She needed a few
minutes of privacy with Casey, and I didn't want her holding back. It was a
shitty move on Casey's part, though something told me that the girl would never
willingly hurt Viv. It had to be a potent combination of liquor and sexual
attraction to the right guy. 


I glanced up as Vivian walked into the
living room, her cheeks stained with tears, but an air of resolve to her.
"She's okay. She got toasted and went home with some guy. She's headed
back to the hotel now. I told her I would find her later this afternoon. She
needs a shower and a nap."


"And a good ass whooping from what it
sounds like?" I smiled. "You can go if you need to. I don't want you
to feel any pressure from me."


"I don't want to, unless you need to
be somewhere." She stopped in front of me and pressed her hands to my
chest, sliding them up to cup my neck. "If you have meetings that you need
to attend to, then go. I know I used up your whole damn morning. I'm
sorry."


"I want you right here with me. I
ordered us a bunch of goodies. How about a long meal and a nap?" I pressed
against her hold and gripped her hips tightly as I bent down to consume her
mouth. She didn't need to forget for one second how much passion lay between
us. I couldn't seem to shake it, so it only seemed fair to make sure she
couldn't either. 
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His kiss was deliciously overwhelming and
only helped to make the struggle within me rage harder. Fear over having lost
Casey in Miami to some drug lord or sex trafficking unit left me weary and
almost unable to hold my head up. The right thing to do would have been to get
back to my hotel room, but everything was fine, and being with Easton was a diminishing
commodity. I'd be lying to myself if I didn't say I wanted to spend most every
day getting to know him better. 


"Food sounds good, though I can't
promise that I'll be great company. I'm so tired all of a sudden." I
pressed my cheek to his chest and scraped my nails down the back of his thighs
over his jeans. He smelled divine and felt even better. 


"I'm sure you are. It's been a
long-ass night. Let's eat and then you, Missy, are due for a nap." He
kissed the top of my head and moved back. 


I walked to the over-sized white leather
couch and sunk down into the comfort it offered. 


"So before you doze off, tell me
about your dreams and aspirations of being a food critic. What are you planning
to do when you graduate to ensure you get a job in the right area?" He
glanced over at me as he draped a blanket over my legs. 


I curled up and studied him, his dark
features combined with his perfect balance of muscle and smooth skin left me
not wanting to talk at all. 


"I figured I would have to get a
regular job working at a hotel or corporate restaurant chain while I continued
to work on submitting my articles." I shrugged. "Casey is the
go-getter who has the next ten years planned. I care about the future, of
course, but it doesn't consume my thoughts like it does hers."


A yawn left me, and I was grateful for the
knock at the door. Sleep was pulling at me hard, and I had a few more minutes
of watching the dreamy guy in front of me before I willingly succumbed to
sleep. 


"There's breakfast or lunch?" He
smiled, and I forced myself to sit up as he spoke with the hotel attendant.
Three large trays were delivered into the room. 


I got up from my comfy position and moved
to take the tops off as the smell of cinnamon, sugar, and cheese brushed by my
senses. Picking up a blackberry, I popped it in my mouth and turned in time to
watch Easton close the door and move toward me. 


"It's far too much food, but there’s
a full kitchen in here. We'll pack up the leftovers and heat them back up for
Casey when she's up and moving." He stopped beside me and slid his hand
along the small of my back. "Let's have a little bit of fun with this, if
you're up for it."


"What kind of fun?" I wanted to
sound more energetic, to show him how grateful I was that he'd been the kind of
guy to get up far too early to help a frantic stranger, but I couldn't muster
much more than a monotone response. I couldn't remember the last time I'd
stayed up all night, but it had been a while. It would seem my 'up all night'
days were dwindling fast, if not completely over. 


"Go sit on the couch, and I'll bring
over a dish for us to try together." He smiled warmly at me and nodded for
me to follow his lead. 


"Okay." I turned and walked back
to the couch, grabbing the blanket and cuddling up as I worked my tennis shoes
off of me below the covers. My eyes were drawn to the sexy swell of his butt in
his jeans, his body a sensual delight that I hadn't had a chance to really
enjoy as thoroughly as I wanted to. Too bad the trip was almost over and we
would have to go back to our lives apart from each other. 


"Alright. This one is a fruitful
delight. Should be fun." He sat down on the coffee table in front of me
and reached out, brushing his strong hand up my thigh and squeezing softly.
"You okay?"


"Much better now. I can't thank you
enough for going with me." My eyes burned, and I pressed my fingertips to
them. "I'm sorry. I'm just not real good without sleep."


"None of us are." He squeezed my
leg again and released me. "Close your eyes and tell me what fruit I've
put in your mouth. You ready?"


"Yes. If I start snoring, cease the
tasting game. I don't want to choke and die." I chuckled and finished wiping
at my tears before settling back and letting out a slow breath as he chuckled. 


"Open your mouth, Viv." The
sound of him shifting toward me caused my stomach to tense. 


I opened my mouth and jerked back a little
at the cold, odd texture. Taking my time to chew the sweet goodness, I quickly
realized that he'd started with a tough one. 


"Kiwi." I opened my eyes and
smiled at him as he licked at his fingers. 


"Good. I won't ask for a descriptor
on what you tasted. You're too tired for that, and as sexy as you are when
you're critiquing, I'd want you naked and in my bed once again." He wagged
his eyebrows once before giving me another command. "Close your eyes
again. Next fruit."


"Oh no. It's your turn." I moved
to the edge of the couch, pressing my knees against his inner thighs and
waiting patiently until he closed his eyes. 


"Feminist," he mumbled
playfully. 


"Equal opportunist." I picked up
a piece of pineapple and lifted it to his beautiful lips. "Open for
me."


He growled low in his chest, but opened,
licking at my fingers as I put the fruit in his mouth. "Delicious.
Pineapple."


"Good." I moved to my knees on
the floor between us and snaked my way between his thighs, lifting up and
letting my lips hover over his as he opened his eyes. "I wanna taste it."


"You should." He slid his
fingers into my unruly hair and leaned down, pressing his lips to mine and
sliding his tongue deep into my mouth. The tangy flavor of the pineapple rushed
over my taste buds and caused a moan to leave me. The sound only seemed to feed
his aggression. 


His fingers tightened around my face as he
explored every inch of my mouth graciously. By the time he pulled back, all the
air had escaped from my lungs and I was a bit lightheaded. 


"Wow. Where have you been all my
life?" I mumbled and moved back to the couch, hating to break the moment,
but knowing I didn't have much left in me. 


"I was just thinking the same
thing." He got up and walked to the fireplace across the room, and worked
to start it up as I reached for the fruit platter and sampled various treats
from it. 


"Let's try all these cheese and meats
next." He grabbed another platter and sat it on the coffee table before
pushing the table toward me and reaching for the fruit tray. "Give me that
and we can just snack on it as we like."


"Get the desserts too. I love
sweets." I smiled playfully at him, though I doubt it was much of a
come-on. My eyes were growing heavy, and with the fire and the sunlight playing
along the closed blinds in the living room, I was extremely comfortable. 


He chuckled. "Hey, before you pass
out, I have four tickets to Imagine Dragons tonight at the Amphitheater
downtown. I got them via courtesy of the hotel. I rarely go to these things
just because I travel alone, but maybe if you and Casey–”


"We'd love to, or I would. I'm not
sure how she's faring. I need to go check on her soon, but I'll go tonight with
you." I patted the couch in front of me as I stretched out. "Come
here and snuggle up with me. Our time is running out."


He tugged his shirt off, leaving a
beautiful display in front of me. "We can still hang out some in New York
when I'm home. It's just rare."


I reached for him as he dropped down on
the couch and worked on his shoes. My fingers traced the wickedly hot curves of
his back and played with the curve of his ass as it poked out the top of his
jeans as he bent over. 


He yelped as I pinched him, and turned,
tickling me as he moved down to stretch out beside me. His expression shifted
from playful to loving as his fingers brushed sensually down my cheek. 


"I want to push this thing with us,
but I know it would only lead to heartache. I don't want any more lonely
nights, but I'm afraid that's all I'd have if we decided to be more than
friends." 


"Hush. I'm too tired for this
conversation right now. My heart is locked away as best it can be. Let's just
enjoy our brunch, the concert and we'll see what happens when we get home.
There's no reason to plan every detail of what might happen. You lose the
spontaneity of making a split second decision that could change everything for
the better." I ran my hand along the side of his head, playing with his
raven's colored hair before pulling him down for a series of soft kisses. 


"Food or sex?" He kissed me again
and moved down, pressing his soft lips to my neck as his hand ran over my
breast and rested on my stomach. 


"Food," I whispered with lust in
my voice. 


"Yeah. It sounds like you want
food." He laughed against my skin. 


Chill bumps raced along my chest and arms,
leaving me cold. I tugged the blanket up and turned toward him. "Give me
something new to try."


"What the lady wants, the lady
gets." He smiled and reached for something as I settled in. I could have
fun and not get too terribly connected. Besides, we'd only known each other for
a few days. 


Then
why does it feel like a lifetime already?


*****


           
We finished up our food testing fun and Easton packed up the rest of the
goodies for Casey as I let my eyes grow heavy. I didn't remember falling
asleep, but waking up next to him was a treat. He was on his back on the couch
next to me, his large body spread out and his breathing deep and relaxed. 


I snuggled into his side as his arm that
held me against him tightened. There was no doubt in my mind that I could have
stayed there forever wrapped up with him. We could have created a new life
together that would have long nights of hot sex and great mornings of making
breakfast together while we danced in the kitchen, but it was a pipe dream. 


He was right about his career not allowing
for much more than a once a week tango, but I knew myself and that wouldn't
last long for me. I wasn't needy per se, but I did want to find someone to
share life with on a regular basis. 


After kissing his shoulder softly, I got
up and put my shoes back on. I was itching to check on Casey, and it would have
been better to not be tucked against him when he woke up. I could tell he was
struggling as much as I was with our parting. One of us had to be mature about
it, and though I hated like hell that it was going to be me, it simply was. 


I left him a note to text me a time to
meet up for the concert, and slipped out of the room. I'd have to get my grand
tour of the penthouse later that night if we weren't too tired after the event.
A smile brushed by my lips as I waited for the elevator to open. The evening
would be fun, and with any luck at all, I'd not see Jackson again on the trip. 


I rode the elevator down to our floor and
walked languidly to the room as a million thoughts buzzed through my mind.
Easton was the culmination of everything I wanted in a man. He was driven,
intelligent, kind, and considerate, beautiful and a total beast in the sack. I
pressed my hand to my stomach as butterflies resurrected deep inside of me. I
couldn't remember having sex with Jackson and feeling the same elation as I had
the night before with Easton. Maybe it was because it was all new, or maybe it
was because he seemed genuinely interested in my pleasure, where Jack just
wanted to make sure he got off as many times as he could in a night. 


I knocked and slipped my key in the door
as Casey called out. 


"Come in." 


"Hey." I crossed the room and
pulled her up from her seated position on the edge of the bed. After wrapping
her in a tight hug, I pulled back and gave her a scathing glare. "Don't you
ever do that shit to me again! You understand? I
thought something bad happened."


"I'm so sorry." She pressed her
cheek to the top of my chest and pulled me back into a hug. "I just got
drunk and couldn't find you guys. Paul is a great guy, I promise, but I get it.
I could have been hurt or raped. I promise it will never happen again."


"Alright." I moved back from the
hug and dropped down on my bed as I tugged my fingers through my wild messy
hair. "Easton has tickets to the Imagine Dragon's concert tonight if
you're up for it."


"Oh yeah?" She smiled and sat
back down on her bed. "How many?"


"Four I think." I dropped back
and pressed my hands to my face. "You want to bring this Paul guy with
you?"


"I'd love to, but if not, it's really
no big deal." She pounced on the bed next to me. "Either way, we
totally need to get something new to wear tonight. Don't you think?"


"Yeah, we could do that." I
rolled onto my side as she flopped down on hers and cuddled up toward me.
"Did you get any sleep?"


"Some. Enough. Did you sleep with
Easton?" She wagged her eyebrows as my expression softened. 


"Yeah. It was fantastic." I
shrugged and shook my head. "I'm sure it was one of many mistakes to come
in this new single life, but it was well worth it."


"Why was it a mistake?" She
reached out and tucked a strand of my hair behind my ears. 


"Because, I'm falling in love with
him." I swatted her hand away. 


"Falling or have fallen?" She
swatted back at me playfully. 


"I don't know. I just want to enjoy
the rest of the vacation and not think too much about it. I need to get my ass
in gear when we get back home. I graduate in a few months. I need to get
serious about a job." I rolled onto my back before sitting up. "Get
dressed and let's go shopping. It's already two. I would think we need to meet
up with handsome around seven or so to head out for the night."


"Text him about the extra
ticket." Casey sat up beside me and wrapped an arm around my shoulders.
"You know if it's meant to be, that it will be."


"I guess so." I got up and
stretched. "And if not, fuck it."


"Yeah right." She rolled her
eyes, knowing me far too well to let me bullshit her with my pseudo
lackadaisical attitude. 


"Shut it." I picked up a pillow
and started what turned out to be the longest pillow fight in our history. We
needed it, or at least I did. 
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I woke to her having left sometime during
my nap. I missed her warmth the minute I realized that I didn't have her next
to me anymore. My phone was ringing from somewhere in the kitchen, but it took
me a few minute to register what the noise was. I got up and half-stumbled
toward the sound. 


"This is Easton." I cleared my
throat, and hoped like hell that it wasn't my boss. I had a million things to
do, and the day was virtually shot for getting any of them done. 


"Hi, baby. Your dad and I just wanted
to check up on you. How's Florida? Have you taken any time for yourself?"
My mother's voice was upbeat and filled with warmth. 


I glanced at the clock through squinted
eyes and walked back to the living room as I stretched. "Yeah, I'm having
a good time. I just took a day off to enjoy the beach and stuff. I guess I
passed out on the couch."


"Did I wake you? I'm sorry," my
mother cooed. 


"No she's not. She does that shit to
me all the time." My father's voice was muted, but his response caused my
lips to lift in a smile. 


"Shut it, Carl." There was humor
in her voice just before she broke out into giggles. My father had to be
tickling her. If there was one relationship I treasured more than all others,
it was the one between my mom and dad. I wanted a love like that, but it seemed
impossible. Or was it? Vivian and I experienced something very similar right
before we fell asleep. 


"I should be home by Sunday if
everything goes according to plan. Let's plan on breakfast Monday morning,
though. There's a girl I met here, and I'm pretty sure she's gonna want to go to dinner Sunday night. She flies out
tomorrow." 


"Oh my goodness! Carl, he's found a
girl," my mother screamed into the phone as she lost her mind with
excitement. 


I rolled my eyes and leaned back, sinking
into the couch. She acted quite similar every time I talked about taking a girl
out or having even the slightest interest in a woman. She was baby crazy, and
in all honesty, I wished that one of my brothers would marry young and divert
the pressure off of me. 


"Mom. We're just friends." I
glanced around the room and thought of Vivian, knowing that there was truth in
my words but longing for a lot more than a friends with benefits arrangement.
Some man was going to sweep my beautiful woman off her feet if I didn't soon.
She wouldn't be on the market for long at all. 


"Friends is a great starting place.
It's the foundation of a good, solid relationship, Easton. Tell me all about
her." 


"I will when I get back home. I'm
going to shower and take her to a concert that I got us tickets for." I
sat up. "I'm honestly a little freaked out about whether to take the
friendship to the next level."


"Do you care about–” My mom was cut
off and my dad's voice filled up the phone. I swear the two of them were my
free counseling session on steroids. 


"Will you miss her when you part
ways?" My dad's voice was gruff. 


"Yeah, like crazy."


"Have you had sex with her?"


"Dad, really?" I stood up, and
waited for him to give me an out, but as per usual, he didn't. "That’s
none of your business dad. Shit."


"Whatever. You're in love with her.
Take the next step. Stop being a puss. Love hurts. You win, you lose, you grow up and get over it."


"Give me that phone," my
mother's voice was shrill. "Don't listen to that gorilla, Easton. Take
your time and court the girl. If she's the one, then don't rush into anything.
She'd not appreciate that, and you won't either."


"And if she's not the one?" I
walked to the bedroom, knowing very much that Vivian could be the one. 


"Then it's okay to let her go. Until
you figure that out, you need to protect your heart. Okay, baby?" 


"Mom. You're the one waiting with
baited breath for me to marry and have kids. Are you telling me to back off
now?" I chuckled and started the shower, wishing Vivian would have stayed
to take one with me. There was nothing more that I wanted to do than lather up
my hands and run them all over her body, worshiping every inch of her until she
begged me to stop. 


"No. Yes. I don't know. I just hear
something in your voice I haven't heard before. Just be careful. Your dad and I
will see you on Sunday or Monday. Your brothers should be home for the weekend
too. They're not headed back to school until later in the week."


"Okay. I love you." I pulled a
towel from the cabinet and slung it over the shower door. 


"We love you too. Good luck."
She kissed the phone a few times, and I released the call before stripping down
and getting into the shower. My mom and dad meant the world to me. If they
could hear in my voice how much I'd fallen for the beautiful vixen that had
stolen my breath, then I'd fallen for her. 


She was going to push back against me,
though. She had much more stock in protecting herself after what Jackson had
put her through. I couldn't blame her, and I wouldn't push at all, but I did
want to let her know that I wanted more. I could carefully tread through the
waters of what that might look like. 


I turned and lifted my face to the hot
spray, letting everything else go. Vivian and I would have a great night
tonight. And if sex was part of the deal, then I would lavish her generously in
pleasure just to remind her of how good we could be together when she left me
the next day. 


*****


              She was wearing a tight skirt that
stopped about mid-thigh and a series of tank tops that make her look all of
nineteen, but with her hair down and makeup dark and smoky in appearance, she
was every bit twenty-one. I couldn't take my eyes off of her as I approached
her, and something inside of me snapped as I reached for her, pulling her
against me and lowering my face to hers. 


"You look incredible." I let my
eyes move from her lips to her gaze, which was wide and filled with curiosity.
"I'm highly considering giving these tickets to anyone who wants them and
inviting you back up to finish last night properly."


"Don't make promises you don't intend
to keep." She brushed her lips by mine and moved out of my hold as Casey
stared at us wide-eyed. 


"Um. Wow. I'm gone for one night and
you two are a thing all of a sudden?" She smiled and tugged a tall,
Hispanic guy toward us. "This is Paul."


I ignored her probing and extended my
hand, shaking the guy’s firmly. "I'm Easton. Nice to meet you man."


"Alright. This party train is
leaving. I got us a cab." Casey moved in front of me and Vivian, before
linking her arm with her date's arm. "That okay?"


I slipped one hand into my pocket,
checking for the tickets and reached for Viv's hand with the other.
"Perfect."


She squeezed my hand and let out a squeal
as her beautiful face filled with excitement. "I love this band. They're
one of my favorites, but it's always so damn hard to get tickets. Not to
mention how expensive they are."


"Well, these were free, but I'd have
bought you tickets if I'd known." I lifted her hand to my mouth and kissed
her fingers softly as I glanced over at her. My mother's words washed through
my mind, but it was my father's that stuck with me. I was being a puss. This
woman was everything I wanted in my life, and yet the fear of losing her at the
first turn in the road left me pulling back more than I should have. 


"Stop being sweet. You'll have me
regretting our time together." She gave me a cheeky grin and walked toward
the cab, getting into the back with Paul. Casey was up front, already giving
the poor cabbie full instructions on how to get to the amphitheater, as if the
guy hadn't been there a million times. 


I got in beside Viv and slid my hand down
her thigh, gripping her possessively as my body woke up and desire riddled my
insides. 


"Are we eating somewhere or just
grabbing a hot dog at the event?" Casey turned back to pin us with an
inquisitive stare. 


"The hot dogs are actually pretty
good there," Paul spoke, his voice raspy like he had been chewing on glass
half the night. 


"I'm good with eating there.
You?" Vivian turned to me. 


"I'm down with whatever. I just want
to be with you and enjoy the show." I moved my arm to wrap around Viv's
shoulders and tugged her a little closer to me so that I could press a kiss
just below her ear. "You're leaving me tomorrow, aren't you?"


She turned to face me, her mouth so close
to mine that I could smell the subtle hint of peppermint on her tongue.
"Yeah, but like you said, we can have lunch or dinner some time back in
New York. You'll just have to hit me up when you're in town."


I didn't know her well enough to know if
the idea of our parting hurt her at all, but the slight flinch along the edge
of her eyes told me that perhaps it did. 


"I'll be calling all the time
then." I ran my fingers over her shoulder and smiled at her. "You
look incredible. Did I say that already?"


Casey turned from the front seat and
laughed. "Only ten times."


"Well, I want to say it a million
more." I sat back, releasing Viv as we pulled up to the event. Opening the
door, I got out and helped Viv out before giving the cabbie my card. 


"I got this." Casey moved around
the car with Paul in tow. 


"Naw, I got
it. It's all good." I smiled at her, liking the girl more and more each
time we hung out. She and Viv were almost polar opposites, but I could see why
they made such good friends. They complimented each other well. 


"Let's go. I'm excited." Viv
pulled at my arm as I finished paying the cab driver. 


I laughed and turned, taking her hand and
half jogging with her to the gate. I handed everyone their ticket and got in
line behind my girl. The breeze picked up and the smell of her perfume washed
over me, causing my stomach to tighten as I reached for her. 


She pressed back against me, turning her
head a little to give me a great view of her profile. "What's up?"


"You’re up." I brushed my
erection by her rear. "And you're causing me to get up. I swear you're the
hottest woman I've ever seen in my short life."


She smiled, reached back and stroked me
over my jeans, squeezing my balls softly before tugging on them a little.
"You're just horny."


"Yeah. For you." I ran my hands
down the top of her outer thigh and nudged her forward. "Stop playing with
me, or I'll find an empty stall and see if you're wearing panties under that
dress."


She handed her ticket to the attendant and
turned, a smile lifting her beautiful face. "You'd like to know..."


"Fucking right I would." I
handed my ticket to the guy and moved toward her as she turned and jogged
toward a series of stairs. 


"Come on. Casey and Paul can catch up
later. I want to see everything." Her hair billowed behind her as she took
the stairs, and I couldn't force myself to move another inch. I wanted to watch
her, though there was almost too much irony in letting her rush from me. 


"You waiting on an invitation?"
Casey popped my butt as she jogged by me. "You're cordially invited to
come the fuck on."


I laughed and took the stairs two at a
time, buzzing past Casey and catching up to Viv in time to wrap my arms around
her and spin her once at the top of the staircase. She yelped and the sound
delighted me, warming my entire body from the center out. We could have what my
parents had. I could feel it. 


"Let's go." She moved from me
and reached back, grabbing my hand and pulling me toward our seats. 


I didn't care at all about the music or
the experience; I just wanted to be around her while she enjoyed herself. As
the band started to play, we all took to our feet and I shuffled in behind her,
sliding my hands over her hips and breathing her in deeply. Tonight was it, but
it didn't seem like an ending for some reason. 


Maybe there was hope. 


Maybe I could force it. 


*****


           
"That was kick ass awesome!" She bounced on the balls of her
feet as we stopped in the cab-line at the amphitheater. Casey had taken an
earlier ride home after getting sick on something she ate, but she wouldn't let
anyone go with her but her new guy. Paul said he would take care of her, and
once Viv agreed to it, I did as well. 


"I know, right? I loved every minute
of it." I opened the door for her as she got into the cab and scooted over
for me. 


"What now? Want to try for ice cream
again or are you tired?" She moved toward me the minute I shut my door,
her actions lighting my heart on fire. 


"I just want to be with you. I'd
rather the night not end." I wrapped my arm around her and turned, pulling
her into a long kiss. 


She worked my tongue with her long draws
on it, leaving my mind doused in depravity and my body aching for the rest of
the night to be played out in the nude. I kissed her once more and pulled back
as warmth raced up my chest and coated my neck and cheeks. 


"Wow." I sighed softly and
kissed her again, not wanting to break contact with her. "Come to my room
with me. Spend the night with me."


"Let's go to the hot tub at the
penthouse. Is there one in there?" She reached up and brushed her fingers
by my lips. 


"Yeah. That sounds divine. No swimsuits,
right?" I wagged my eyebrows. 


"Yes, swimsuits. I'm leaving tomorrow
just before lunch. If stay up all night, I'll be a holy hell wreck again, which
isn't good for anyone in my path." Her smile was radiant, and I had to
force myself to sit back and not reach for her again. 


"Alright. Swimsuits, but we're
playing twenty questions. I want to know everything about you before you leave
me here to fend off these crazy people by myself for the next few days." I
licked at my lips, wanting to taste her again. 


"How long are you here?" She
snuggled in beside me and let her fingers dance along my thigh. 


"I leave out on Sunday. I'm supposed
to have some time with my parents before I head out for my next trip, but I'm
not so sure it's going to happen." I sat up, pulling from her as the cab
stopped in front of La Mage. "You wanna grab
your suit from your room and meet me in the penthouse?"


"Sounds like a plan." She took
my hand as she got out of the cab, her free hand slipping over my cock and
squeezing as she rose to her toes and kissed me lightly. "See you in a
minute."


I growled as she released me and turned to
watch her go. She would have to be the one to put her foot down on our new
relationship. I couldn't end anything with her. I was teetering on pushing it toward
exclusivity. Maybe once we were back in New York she would be receptive to such
a conversation. 


I was without option. Her hold on me was
far tighter than any woman before her had held. 


The question was whether she knew it or
not. 

















 

Chapter
21


Vivian



 


 

I didn't think to knock before I walked
into our room, but I should have. Paul had Casey against the wall, fucking her
hard as I stopped at the door. 


"Oh my God. I'm so sorry." I
turned my back to them. "I need my swimsuit. Or never mind. I can just not
go swimming."


"Wait. It's fine." Casey called
after me, but I didn't dare turn around. I'd seen my best friend in various
compromising positions, but it didn't mean I wanted to see it again. "I'll
get it."


I moved my hand behind my back and pressed
my free hand to my face as I held the door open with my body. She dropped it
into my hand and popped my rear. 


"Have fun tonight. The room should be
free again in an hour or so." 


Nodding, I moved out in to the hall and
tried to release the extreme embarrassment that rolled through me. Casey was
obviously feeling better. 


I knocked at the penthouse door after
riding the elevator up with a large crowd of rowdy partygoers. They each took a
turn inviting me to join the fun, but I simply denied them politely until I was
the only one left on the elevator. 


Easton opened the door after my first
knock and smiled at me. "Casey okay?" 


"Yeah, you could say that." I
ducked under his arm and moved into the room. "I walked in on her and Paul
having sex. Lovely sight for a porno maybe, but not something I enjoyed." 


He chuckled as I shuddered. "Well,
let the image go. No need to have you all hot and bothered when we're just
going to relax in the hot tub."


I gave him a cheeky grin and rolled my
eyes. "You're just baiting me, but I'm not falling for it. One night was
too much to forget with you. Two would kill me."


"Why do you have to forget
anything?" He moved toward me and reached out, brushing his fingers down
my arm as his eyes moved across my face. 


"Hot tub. Twenty questions, and my
room is free in an hour. Nothing more. Promise me." I pressed my hand to
his chest. He was pushing forward with his desire to make more out of us than
we could be. I wanted to join in, but I wasn't playing the fool again – not
ever. 


"Alright. What the lady wants.”


"That's not entirely true." I
shrugged, removed my hand from his thick chest and turned to walk toward the
bathroom. "Let me change real quick."


"I'd rather you left the bathing suit
on the bathroom floor, but if you want to wear it..." He let out a long,
playful sigh that caused me to chuckle. 


"And here I thought you were a good man.
Corruption has taken a hold of you." I stopped by the bathroom door and
glanced back to catch him watching me with hunger in his gaze. 


"I was that man until a goddess made
love to me last night. Now, I can't seem to pull myself out of the muck."
He put his hands on his hips and shrugged. "I blame you entirely."


I snorted. "Of course you do. Typical
male ego."


Disappearing into the bathroom, I closed
the door behind me and changed into my black bikini. After checking my
appearance three times in the mirror, I finally resigned myself to going back
out to finish our evening together. There was nothing I wanted more than to
make love to him all night, but it was foolish to think that I could walk away
unscathed from our short love affair. I had no hope in a future together, and
that he did hurt me even more. 


Was I giving up the chance to try again?


He said himself that he couldn't keep a
relationship alive to save his life due to his incessant travel. And what if he
met someone on one of his trips? What if I wasn't enough?


"You haven't been up to this point.
Why would this be any different?" I leaned toward the mirror, only to jump
and yelp as his voice came through the door. 


"Are you talking to yourself in
there? Get out here. The water's perfect." 


I smiled and pulled a towel from the rack
behind me, grabbing him one too and walking out to enjoy the view. His black
swim trunks only seemed to accentuate just how big of a package he was
sporting. The memory of seeing him naked and bare before me the night before
caused a shiver to run through me. 


"Cold?" He asked with a cocky
grin on his face. 


"Nope. Just thinking about how good
you look naked. I'm lamenting a little over the fact that you didn't let me
taste you." I shrugged and walked past him, trying hard to keep my tone
very matter-of-fact. 


"Tease." He slid his fingers
over my lower back as he passed me. "That bathing suit makes you look good
enough to eat, by the way."


"Thanks. I love this one." I
followed him down the hall and out onto a small, private balcony where the hot
tub bubbled. Steam rose up from the turbulent water, and the smell of salt
wrapped around me. "This is going to be great."


"It's really relaxing. The resort is
honestly one of the best in the country. I search each visit for something to
offer as an improvement to them, and honestly it gets harder and harder to find
when I come here." He got into the water and offered me his hand.
"Have you enjoyed your room and the food?"


"Absolutely. The food is exquisite.
I'm going to write up a few pieces when I get home on it. Do you think I should
submit them to the paper in Miami as well as New York? I just realized that I
might have an easier time getting featured here where the restaurants
are." I walked into the hot water and sunk down next to him, letting out a
groan as my muscles responded to the strong jets spraying against them. 


"Both. Always put your eggs in a
handful of baskets until you find your sweet spot." He settled across the
hot tub from me. "Kevin is our lead food critic, but the guy honestly
doesn't have his thumb on the pulse of what people like or want. He's a total
dick."


"Get me his job." I smiled and
lifted my arms, running my fingers through the bubbles. 


"Would you be interested if I
could?" He lifted his eyebrow, the playfulness gone for the moment. 


"I think so, yes. But I was just teasing.
I can find a job on my own. I have Casey working with me when we get back to
figure out the best place for me to start." I shrugged, not too terribly
concerned about it. 


"Are you going to stay in New York or
are you open to going other places?" His foot brushed by mine, and at
first I figured it an accident, until he did it again, a soft petting sort of
touch. 


"I love New York, so I'll probably
stay there, but I'd love to travel like you do. I'm close to my family, but not
so close that seeing them on occasion wouldn't be okay." I leaned back and
closed my eyes. "Are you going to have to travel like you are now for the
entirety of your career?"


"Yeah, most likely." The water
moved and I opened my eyes to see him shifting toward me. He settled in beside
me and pressed his shoulder to mine. 


"Do you want to get married?" He
glanced over at me. 


"To you?" I sat up, a little
shocked by the question. 


The beautiful smile that slid across his
face caused my tummy to tighten in anticipation of hope sprouting inside of me
again. 


"No, silly girl. Though I could see
that happening, but I'm a dreamer of sorts." He slid his hand over mine
below the surface of the water and played with my fingers. "In general. Do
you want to get married to someone? Is it something you think about?"


"Yes. I want to share life with
someone. Almost desperately at times." I licked at my lips and shifted my
gaze to his mouth. "Do you?"


"All the time. My mother won't give
me a moment’s rest on it."


I laughed as I came back to my senses.
"And kids?"


"She's nuts about wanting kids. I
think I mentioned that." He chuckled. "I want kids. I just don't
think my job would allow for all of that just yet."


"Maybe not now, but in the future if
you find someone that wanted to travel with you, you could just take the baby
with you, right?" I shifted closer to him, pulling his arm around my back
as I pressed a kiss to the side of his neck. 


"I think with the right woman,
anything would be possible." He turned and brushed his lips by mine.
"Are you more interested in your career or a relationship with the right
guy?"


"My career." I answered a bit
too fast. "I mean, I'd love to be in a solid relationship, but I'm
graduating in two months and need to shift my focus onto my future. I give all
of myself over in a relationship. I probably need to learn boundaries, but it's
just the way I've always been."


His brow furrowed as he tensed. "I
hate the fact that Jackson is all you know. Ten years is a really long time,
and no breaks in between?"


"Not for me, no." I moved back a
little and stood up as my body started to overheat. "It's hot as hell in
here."


"It's lust. We can pretend like we're
not both thinking about how good it would be to give ourselves over to each
other for the night, but we are." He stood up and moved toward me. "I
want you to stay with me. Don't go because of some sense of protection that you
think you have to have around me. We don't have to move fast, Viv, but don't
move away. I want to try this thing out between us. I've had more fun in the
last four days than I have in the last two years."


His words shot an arrow of fear into the
center of my chest. I couldn't agree more with his confession, but it wasn't
that simple. He would keep on with his life, and I would keep up, or he would
grow weary of me. He wasn't risking much at all, but asking me to risk
everything. 


"I want to, Easton, but I can't. Not
right now. Maybe when things are settled in the future." I reached for
him, pulling him into a long hug and kissing his shoulder before pulling back.
"I should go. Call me sometime when you're in New York and we'll hang out.
Promise?"


His smile faded as he nodded. "Yeah.
Of course."


I turned and got out of the hot tub as
tears burned my gaze. I needed to go then or I wasn't going to go. It wasn't
nearly as simple as he wanted to make it out to be. At least I couldn't figure
out a scenario where I won for the long term. 


After gathering my stuff, I checked the
living room for him but didn't see him. I walked towards the balcony and found
him bent over, looking out across the city as rivets of water dripped down his
back and legs. I turned and walked out of the penthouse, not caring how
intensely everything inside of me screamed that I was making a huge mistake. 


My heart had to come first. For the first
time ever. 



 

I didn't sleep at all that night, and
looked like hell the next morning, no doubt. Casey was sure to remind me ten
times that I should at least call him and say goodbye as we packed up. 


"I don't want to say goodbye. Lay the
fuck off of me." I turned and gave her an aggressive stare. 


She lifted her hands. "Okay. Shit.
Sorry. I just know you, and you're going to regret this. It's like letting
fucking Jackson win."


"He's winning nothing, Case. I'm
asking you nicely to let it go. I'm hurting. Don't throw salt in my wounds.
Okay?" I turned back to my suitcase and swallowed the ache that continued
to rise up my chest and find residence in my throat. I was making a mistake,
but I didn't care. Hurting today to heal tomorrow sounded far more mature than
instant gratification today and being destroyed again in the near future. 


"I'm sorry. I love you. You know
that." She stopped beside me and tugged at my arm until I turned and let
her pull me into a hug. 


"I don't want to do all of this
again. I just want peace for a little while. I want to heal." I pressed my
cheek to her shoulder. "And I don't want to cry anymore."


"Agreed. I'll go check us out and
we'll get the fuck out of here. That sound good?" She pulled back, but
kept a tight grasp on my shoulders. 


"I'll check us out. The room is in my
name. Finish checking to make sure we didn't leave anything." I moved to
the door and grabbed my purse before walking out. I didn't want Casey spending
any of her dwindling funds on anything related to the vacation, but she wouldn't
have any of it if they charged us for something. 


I made it down to the lobby and turned as
the one person I didn't want to see walked toward me. Jackson. 


"Hey. I was hoping I would see you
again here." He reached for me, but I backed up. 


"How did you know I was staying
here?" I lifted my eyebrow and crossed my arms over my chest. I ignored
the familiarity that sat between us, the offer of him hugging me ushered in the
remembrance of a comfort I didn't think I could live without. 


"I talked to your dad last night for
a long time. I'm sorry about your folks." He shoved his hands into the
pockets of his jeans. "Vivian, I'm sorry, baby. Please give me a chance to
make everything up to you. Please."


"Fuck off." I turned on my heel
and walked toward the long line at the checkout counter. 


"Viv. Just tell me what I need to do
to start working toward us getting back together. I know you miss me. I feel
like I can't breathe without you." He brushed his hand along my upper
back, and I stiffened. 


"You don't know anything. Get your
hands off of me. Seriously." I moved up in line and tried to ignore the
burn of tears that welled up in my eyes again. 


"I know you inside and out. I was
with you through every major part of your life and mine. Don't do this. I'm
ready to grovel or beg or anything." He moved in front of me and put his
hands on his hips, glaring down as if it were time for me to stop playing
around and be real. 


"Where's the pretty blonde you
brought with you? The one with her titties hanging
out the top of her dress everywhere she goes?"


An elderly couple in front of us looked
back with shocked expressions. 


"I'm sorry." I gave them an
apologetic look and turned back to Jackson. "Go away. I'm done with
you."


"Is it because of that big bastard
you were with back at the club? He's not your type, Viv. He's not a small town
guy like me. He's going to use you and then find another woman to use." 


I tried to stop myself from overreacting,
but it was too late. Something deep inside of me snapped, and I turned, slapping
Jackson hard in the face and yelling, "Leave me alone. Just because I
wasn't good enough for you doesn't mean someone else won't love me. I'm lovable
goddammit. I'm worthy of a good man."


He jerked back as his cheek turned red.
"I'll call you next week. Have a safe flight."


I pressed my hands to my face and let out
a soft sob as my tears turned into a full-on crying session in the middle of
the lobby. Why did this shit keep happening to me? Was there no rest for the
weary?


The worst part was that my tears weren't
over Jackson or my ineffectiveness to keep a man beside me, but over the one I
was giving up due to my insecurities. 


I wanted to run upstairs and promise
Easton the world if he would just love me. 


The scary thing was that some part of me
knew that he already did. 
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Easton



 


 

I paced the floor until the sun came up.
Calling her seemed like the right thing to do, but I'd watched how hard she
struggled to leave me. It was a good clean break that set us back to being
friends. The ball was in my court now to call her when I got back to New York,
or not to call. I wasn't quite sure what I was going to do. I'd mulled over it
a zillion times before my alarm went off that next morning. She was headed
home, but I had a full day of work ahead of me. 


Two resorts left to visit and no desire
whatsoever to deal with the unruly bitch that ran both of them. She would be up
my ass the entire day. And between getting no sleep and having Vivian walk away
from the possibility of a future, I wasn't in the mood. 


After ironing my suit, I dressed quickly
and checked my tie in the mirror before I left the penthouse. Some part of me
wanted to run into the beautiful woman who'd stolen my heart, but I knew it was
better if I didn't. Hopefully she was on her flight headed back to the comfort
of New York. I wished I was. 


I grabbed a coffee from the pastry shop
downstairs, letting my eyes move across the lobby in search of her. I couldn't
help myself. 


"Do you need a car this morning, Mr.
Parks?" An older valet smiled at me and extended his hand as I walked up.
"I'm Tom. Nice to meet you, Sir. Love your work."


"Well, thanks, Tom." I shook his
hand and nodded. "I need a ride over to Valencia and then Carrington
Hills. I'm going to try to work them both in today."


"Sounds fun." He lifted his
eyebrow. "You know they're under new management, right?"


"I do. I've had the pleasure of
working with Mrs. Tarrens before." I checked my
watch and moved back as the man mumbled something about the woman being a scary
witch or bitch. I didn't catch which one, but both would work just as well. 


"Here we go, Sir." He walked
toward me and motioned for me to take the white Lexus at the front of the line
of cars. "Good luck today."


"Thanks. I don't really believe in
luck." I walked to the car, pausing only to answer his next remark. 


"Fate then?"


I turned and smirked. "Not at all.
Fate's an unruly woman that's hell-bent on offering nothing more than a
mirage."


"Ouch." He rubbed his chest and
smiled. "Let's hope she didn't hear you."


After getting in the car and adjusting the
mirrors, I looked into the rear-view mirror at myself and grimaced. "Let's
hope she did hear me."


Anger burned through me as I drove over to
Valencia. Why would Vivian not even have the courtesy to call and say goodbye?
I wasn't worth a fucking goodbye? How selfish of her. She knew I was falling in
love with her. I could tell by the way she spoke to me, the way she looked at
me. She was falling in love with me too. Was protecting herself worth crushing
me?


"I guess so." I pulled up to the
beautiful hotel and got out, ignoring the valet and stopping by the front desk
as I presented the attendant with a list of people and times. "I'm Easton
Parks. I'll be interviewing the following people at the times listed. Show me
to the conference room you have set up for me. I take my coffee black."


"Yes, Sir." The young girl's
eyes widened and her lip quivered slightly. I'd intimidated her by being a
jackass. 


"I'm sorry. I shouldn't have been so
pushy. Long morning." I ran my fingers through my hair as she glanced up. 


"The conference room is this way.
I'll show you to it." She ignored my apology, not that I didn't completely
deserve it, but it stung nevertheless. The day was sure to be shit, but I only
had it to get through and then I could go home. I even considered looking for a
red-eye flight later that night. The sooner I got home and spent some time
around my family, the better I would feel. It was hard to be around them and
not leave filled up with love and acceptance. They were just good like that. 


"Mr. Parks. What a treat." Eliza
Tarrens stood in the open doorway of the conference
room, her ego taking up what little bit of space her portly figure left
available. 


"Miss Tarrens.
The pleasure is all mine." I extended my hand to her and shook hers quickly
before releasing her. 


"I see you have a full schedule
today." She pressed her fingers to her lips. "Is there any way I can
twist your arm to have dinner with me tonight? We have a new dish we're going
to be introducing to the restaurant soon."


"I appreciate that, but I have two
resorts to inspect today, and my flight leaves late tonight. I could ask Kevin
Jarrett to come by and sample the new dishes if you like?" I clasped my
hands behind my back and tried not to notice how her dark gaze moved off my face
and down my body over and over. The idea of being intimate with anyone but Viv
left me cold, unmoved. 


Fuck.


"No thanks. Kevin Jarrett is a weasel
of the worst kind. I'll be putting in a comment on just how much of an ass he
is." She growled in disgust and moved back out into the hall. "Let us
know if you need anything. Make your interviews to the point and don't waste
our time, good?"


"Never. Time is money." I
glanced down and busied myself, not wanting to give her another moment of my
attention. If Kevin was a weasel, then she was a shark. I couldn't stand either
of them. Jon and I would have to have a long talk when I got back from Los
Angeles. Things needed to change, or we would soon find some of the goodwill
associated with Wilmington and Branch diminished. 


*****


          
I worked through the day, trying hard to keep myself on an even kilter
and not act like the demanding ass that I felt like. The hotels were both in
pristine shape, but I would expect nothing less from Eliza. She knew what we
looked for, having worked for my boss for many years before I darkened the door
of the company. 


The ride back to La Mage was long due to
the hordes of people who lined the city streets in search of love, excitement,
and pleasure. It was Saturday night and I had one more meeting to wrap up my
visit. Kevin hadn't been on my radar in the latter half of the week, but I
assumed it was because he was busy with his responsibilities, and besides, I
was wrapped up in Viv. 


Vivian. 


My heart throbbed in my chest as I pulled
back into the resort’s driveway. She wasn't going to soon be off my mind. I
needed to close things down completely with her or ask her to be mine. The latter
sounded like a much better plan, but she was hardheaded. The chance of her
denying me was relatively high, seeing that she'd done it multiple times
already. 


I walked into the hotel and stopped by the
front desk. "Evening. Can I speak with Jeffry when he's free?"


"Of course, Mr. Parks. There's a
private room at the back of the bar. Would you like to wait there, and I'll
send a server in with a drink and dining menu?"


"Sounds brilliant. Thank you." I
turned and walked toward the bar as a bulky guy with brown hair turned and
pinned me with a hard stare. 


"Hey. Aren't you the guy from the
club earlier this week? The one who thinks he has a shot with my girl?"
Jackson cracked his fingers and took a step toward me. 


I sighed internally. Now wasn't the time.
I needed to wrap up this meeting and get the fuck back to New York. What Vivian
ever saw in the behemoth in front of me was beyond me. He looked like every
other football-playing, dip-chewing meathead I'd ever known. 


"She's not your girl, Jackson. You
decided to fuck around on her, remember?" I drew my shoulders back, more
than happy to remind him of who he was dealing with. I was the guy that wasn't
scared to put his ass on the floor. I'd proven that. 


"You don't know shit, dude. Being
with the same woman for ten years is a drag. Even someone as great as
Viv." He let out a deflated sigh and lifted his eyes to the ceiling.
"Or so I thought. I fucked up...bad."


"Yeah, you did. I have a meeting
right now, and I'm not really looking to console anyone for hurting Vivian. So
enjoy your stay, and keep away from her. I'm not beyond putting a hurting on
your ass again."


He chuckled. "I get that. I tried to
talk to her this morning, but she went ape-shit on me. Just do me a favor – don't
hurt her, or I'll find you and bring some friends with me. She's a jewel, a
really, really good woman. One of the last, I'm afraid. Cherish her, dude. I
didn't, and I'll regret that shit for the rest of my life."


"Right. Thanks for the advice."
I moved past him and walked toward the darkened door, wanting a stiff drink and
a dark room to force myself to sleep in. My body ached, and my mind was growing
fuzzy from lack of sleep, but the dull pain that vibrated through me over and
over had everything to do with diminishing hope. 


Jeffry glanced up from the single table in
the center of the large wine room. "Easton. Glad you had a minute for me.
Please, come and sit down."


"Of course. I'd have made time for
you if necessary." I sat down and unbuttoned my coat before accepting the highball
glass he offered me. 


"You're a man who appreciates
whiskey, I'm sure."


"I appreciate anything that warms my
blood and helps me forget my troubles." I gave him a cheeky grin and
enjoyed the resounding laughter that left him. A heaviness sat on his shoulders
that worried me a little. "Talk to me. What's going on?"


"It's about your associate, Kevin Jarrett.
He's..." The older man poured me a glass of whiskey before dropping a few
ice cubes into the glass and sitting back. "He's entitled to his opinion
of course, but his reviews from this week are scathing. And in all honesty, I
know I shouldn't have, but I checked his room ticket and the cameras and noted
that he didn't even haunt the steak house. He reviewed several dishes from the
restaurant, but there is absolutely no way he ate anything from there. I'm just
at a loss as to what to do."


"Wow. That's complicated." I
picked up the glass and took a long drink. 


"I know. I'll be forced to talk with
our owners about filing a slander suit against your company if those reviews
come out. We're all for honest reviews and feedback, but I think your friend
has gone off the deep end." Jeffry sat down and let out a long sigh.
"It happens when people gain some false sense of power."


"Those reviews won't be posted,
Jeffry. I'll talk to Jon on my flight back tonight. We'll get all of this
worked out for you, I promise. I tried several dishes, and one of the women I
met here this week is working toward being a food critic, too. I know she tried
several dishes of yours and absolutely fell in love. I would assume Jon will
have Kevin's job for what he's done. We'll work with the girl to review her
recommendations and critiques. We'll need to post something alongside my review
of the resort for sure."


"Which you found pleasant, I
hope?"


"It was wonderful, spectacular, like
no other place I've ever stayed." I tapped the table, wanting to reassure
him completely, but there was a level of objectivity that I was required to
maintain. "This is by far, my favorite beach resort in the states. You
guys are doing a great job here."


His eyes filled with tears as he nodded.
"Thank you."


"Of course." I lifted the drink
to my lips and downed the rest of it. "I'm going to catch an early flight.
Call if you need anything, but trust me, I'll fix this."


"I know you will. Thank you,
son." He reached out and shook my hand firmly. "Come back any time,
and introduce me to your new friend. I love meeting a good food critic. They're
always so in touch with the things in life that woo us to keep going."


"Like love?"


"Yes, and passion, colors, and
nature." He smiled and nodded to the door. "Catch that flight and be
safe."


"I will." I turned and jogged
toward the elevator, knowing that I couldn't let her go. I might have to play
it safe around her for a while, but once she opened up to me, even a little, I
was diving in as deep as she would let me. 


Jeffry was right about her type. She was
brimming with emotion and passion, but she'd tucked it away due to her
heartache. I didn't just want to offer her a solid relationship and a future
with us together, but a career with a focus on the things she seemed to love so
much. 


I packed up quickly and caught a cab to
the airport as my heart raced in my chest. My mother's advice to play it safe
was sliding off the table almost too fast. I'd resolved the anger inside of me
over Viv tucking tail and running. I would have too if I had been through some
of the shit she had over the years. 


Pulling out my cell phone, I called Jon,
hoping to get my mind off of everything for a little while at least. 


"This is Jon."


"Hey, boss. It's Easton. I'm headed
back to New York. Do you have time to meet up with me sometime tomorrow or
Monday before my flight to L.A.?"


"Sure do. How was La Mage? Did they
treat you right?"


"Brilliant, as always. I enjoyed
myself, and the other resorts were classy, clean, and delightful as well."
I coughed into my hand, trying to think through how I was going to bring up
Kevin yet again. Jon knew how I felt about the guy, but he seemed to believe
that I had a bias toward the wayward food critic, which I did. He was an ass,
though he played it off well in front of Jon and everyone else in the company. 


"Perfect. I'll make time. Just call
Sherry and set something up."


"Alright. I'll talk to you
then." I dropped the call and texted his secretary, Sherry, setting up a
thirty minute meeting. Talking in person would go over much better than over
the phone. With the idea of a pending lawsuit over Kevin's actions, I had just
the right amount of ammo to get him fired. 


And lucky for us, I knew the perfect girl
for his position.  
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The flight home was delayed by seven
hours, which put us back in New York in time to change into our pajamas and get
to bed. I was so beat from being up the night before that I had to have Case
drive us back to the dorm room. I slept like a rock until she finally pushed at
my shoulder just before lunch on Sunday. 


"Hey. My mom wants me to come spend
the night with them. I'm going to drive up there if you're gonna
be okay here by yourself." She sat down on the edge of my bed, speaking
far too fast for what I was capable of comprehending. 


"What? Where are you going?" I
pressed my palms to my eyes and stretched out.


"My mom's. I'll be back tomorrow
sometime."


"What about class?" I drug my
fingers down my face and grunted as I turned onto my side. 


"I'll just make something up. A delay
or something from the trip. I'll be back tomorrow night. You want to go with
me?" She tugged at the covers playfully. 


"No, but thanks." I rolled over
to the other side of the bed and stood up. "What time is it? I feel like
I'm coming out of a coma."


"It's twelve-forty." She got up
and moved back to her bed, zipping up a small duffel bag before tugging the
strap over her shoulder. "You sure you don't want to come?"


"No. I want to start working on my
post-college plan." I yawned loudly and moved to give her a quick hug.
"I'm going to jump in the shower. Be safe on your trip and text me when
you get there."


"Okay." She caught my wrist as I
turned to go. "No hanging out with Jackson, right?"


"No. Never. I'm done with him, no
matter what." I gave her a weak smile and walked into the small bathroom,
closing the door behind me. A week ago, I would definitely have hung out with
Jackson in hopes of figuring out how we could work through all the shit we'd
been through. But now, after meeting someone like Easton, there was no way. 


The thought of the handsome, dark-haired
businessman caused a longing to rise up inside of me that I couldn't ever
remember feeling so strongly. He would be headed home some time
in the next few days, and while I shouldn't have, I expected a call from him.
After leaving him without as much as a goodbye, I didn't deserve a call from
him, but something told me that our love affair wasn't over just yet. 


I washed up quickly and braided my wet
hair before pulling on a pair of jeans and tugging a bulky sweater over my
t-shirt. After lacing up my boots, I grabbed my scarf, gloves, keys, and
library card. I wanted to do some research, and the library would be open on
campus by then. 


There was a serenity to the place that I
adored. There was nothing else like it in all of New York. I needed to keep my
mind busy, but my emotions at rest. The college library would help me do just
that. 


I picked up my favorite coffee at the
corner vendor just down from the shade trees on campus and walked languidly
toward the large, ornate structure. I wanted Easton to call and tell me he was
home, but I would have to bide my time seeing that I didn't get the specifics
on when he was flying back into town. 


"This is assuming of course that he even
wants to see you." I moved back as a group of guys walked out of the
library, the last one holding the door for me and smiling brightly.


"Morning." He winked, and I
smiled, trying to play nice as best I could. 


"Morning," I mumbled and walked
in as I breathed in deeply. The smell of old books was one of my favorites.
That and a good strong cup of coffee was my idea of heaven. I couldn't help but
wonder what Easton's favorite scents were. Our twenty-question game was cut off
far too early, but it was my fault. I hoped to have the chance to reconcile
that. 


Taking the stairs to the third floor, I
found an open cubbyhole desk with a computer that was working a few minutes
later. Setting my stuff on the desk beside the computer, I turned and scanned
my surroundings. It was quiet, and the place seemed empty. 


"Perfect." I sat down and shook
the mouse as I tried to think through what I wanted to search exactly. I'd
looked up various websites on being a food critic, as well as degrees held by
the world-renowned critics until I was blue in the face. 


"Hmmm..." I tapped my hand on
the desk as my thoughts shifted back to Easton. "That's it. Maybe I could
apply at his company, and even if he never called, we could run into each other
down the road when I was healed and he was...taken?"


I grumbled and typed in his name, not at
all surprised when the first full page on Google was all about him and his
critiques. The picture they had for his profile was stunning, his beautiful
green eyes accenting the deliciously tanned coloring of his skin. Reaching out,
I brushed my fingers over the screen and let out a shaky sigh. 


"I miss you," I whispered,
feeling like a creeper and not caring at all. I did miss him – horribly. 


Getting a hold of myself, I worked through
the pages to find the name of his company and dug down until I landed on their
website. They were all over the world, and Easton was quite high up for his
division. He was lead resort reviewer. He had a zillion accolades and awards
next to his name; the last one was more intimidating than the one before it. 


"No wonder his career's so important.
Must make him feel like a million bucks to be so popular." I clicked a few
more times to find his boss and the rest of the executive committee. The food
critic Easton kept mentioning was on several pages too, but something about him
didn't sit right with me. 


"You doing okay, miss?" A thin
older woman stopped beside me and glanced down at the computer screen. "Oh
Wilmington and Branch. I love their reviews. We usually travel based on their
ratings."


"Really?" I turned my attention
to her. "I just met one of their reviewers over break. Seems like a hard
job having to travel all the time, but I'm hoping to one day be a food critic
for them, or for myself."


"Oh really? That sounds like fun,
unless you had to try something you didn't like. That would be painful."
She stuck out her tongue and grimaced. 


I chuckled and nodded. "I thought
about that too, but I'm pretty open to trying anything once."


"That's a good attitude for that line
of work." She pointed to the top of the screen. "Check their open
positions. If you can get in with them, you'll be set. They're on the top five
companies for reviewers, writers and critics. Good, solid company."


"Very cool. Thanks." I smiled at
her and clicked on the jobs length, finding open applications for all
positions. I took my time and filled out an application for food critic, only
pausing to type up a critique of La Mage's famous steakhouse to attach as part
of my submission. I wasn't sure what the protocol was on submitting the review
to the papers too, but I figured waiting a little while wouldn't hurt anything.



I clicked back to the bio on Easton and
pressed my face to my hands, leaning toward the screen to get a better look at
him. 


"God, you're beautiful. Why would you
even bother with a silly girl like me?" 


My phone buzzed, and I almost jumped out
of my skin. I glanced down to see his name on my caller I.D., and my heart
almost stopped as I fumbled with the phone and tried to still my racing pulse. 


"This is Vivian."


"Hey, Viv. It's Easton. I just wanted
to hear your voice. You made it home safely, I assume?" His tone was
neutral, but the sweet timbre that belonged only to him left me closing my eyes
to savor it fully. 


"Yeah. Sorry I didn't text. We had a seven-hour
delay and changed gates several times last night. By the time we made it home,
I was out of it. I just woke up an hour ago." I let out a short laugh,
trying hard to keep things light between us. 


"No worries. I took a red-eye last
night and got in about two this morning. I didn't think you'd appreciate a call
then." 


"I was still up then, but I hear
you." I took a quick breath. "I'm really sorry about not saying
goodbye.”


"No need to apologize, but how about
you make it up to me?"


"Okay. What did you have in
mind?" I sat back in the small plastic chair and let my eyes move back up
to the screen so I could look at his picture as we spoke. 


"I'm heading out for Los Angeles at
lunch tomorrow, but my night's just come open. I'd love to have dinner together
and at least put some closure on our week, if that's what you were trying to do
by slipping out in the night." He chuckled, but the sound fell flat. 


I'd hurt him. I could hear it in his
voice. It wasn't something I'd ever want to do to anyone, least of all him.
Foreign emotions welled up in my stomach and pushed their way up into the
cavity of my chest, threatening to choke me. 


"Okay. Just tell me what time and
where. I'll be there." I forced back tears as the possibility of a future
with him in it danced around my thoughts. 


"Let's see...it's
two now, and I want a long night with you. Nothing more than dinner and a
conversation, just in case you're worried." The sweetness in his voice
left me wanting to apologize again. 


"I'm not worried at all." I
pressed my fingers to my lips and held back the need to confess a million
things to the handsome man on the other end of the phone. I didn't know him
well enough to offer up my heart, my bed, my tomorrows, but I wanted to. Maybe
dinner would open the door a little wider and help me see if it was truly light
that was working to peek through from the other side. 


"Good. Let's meet at six on the
dot." He coughed softly. "My favorite restaurant is Jaspers. Could we
meet there, or I can pick you up, if you like?"


"We can meet there. I've not been
there in years. My dad used to love to go for his birthday." I smiled as
memories assaulted me. "Do they still have their passion fruit crème brûlée?"


"Absolutely. They'd be insane to
remove it from the menu." He chuckled, and my smile widened at the sound
of it. 


"Good. It's a nice place if I
remember correctly, so a dress would work?" I got up from the terminal and
clicked a few buttons, closing everything out. I wanted to get home and make
sure my hair, makeup and clothes were perfectly on point for seeing him. 


"Yeah, a dress would work well. I'll
see you then. Bye, Viv." He hung up, and I let the phone slide down the
side of my face as my heart fluttered wildly in my chest. 


I packed up quickly and jogged down the
stairs toward the ground level. I collected a few dirty looks, but I didn't
care. My entire body was buzzing with anticipation of seeing Easton in New
York. I figured that he had lots of great promises to give while we were on
vacation, but that it would be highly unlikely that we'd see each other once we
got home. 


I called Casey and didn't wait for her to
get out much more than hello.


"He called. He got in last night, or
really this morning around two. He didn't think I was up, but he just
called." I was breathless and overly excited.


"Viv. Hold up. Who called and where
are you? You sound like you're in the middle of a wind tunnel." 


"Sorry. I'm in front of the library.
Easton called. He wants to have dinner tonight." I ran my fingers through
my hair as the wind picked up and tugged strands of it from the braid I'd
forced it into. 


"Oh nice! I knew you guys weren't
done just because vacation was over." She laughed joyfully. "Are you
going to stay with him tonight?"


"No. I'm not ready for that." I
jogged to the car, trying to avoid the groups of students that stood around
talking or skateboarding down various ramps. 


"Not ready for that? You guys fucked
at the hotel, right?" Casey always was one to shoot straight regardless of
the shock factor. 


"Made love. We didn't fuck." I
growled into the phone. "You're so vulgar sometimes."


"You love it. Making love is
good." She huffed. "Why wouldn't you spend the night with him? A
great dinner, bottle of wine, good conversation, and then sex. Hello."


"Sex complicates things, Case.
Shit." I got in the car and wrapped my arms around myself. "It's
freezing here."


"Yeah, a late winter cold-front just
blew in yesterday from what my mom said. Stop changing the subject. Sex doesn't
complicate things, it softens them. He deserves a chance. He's not Jackson, and
you're not the same girl that fell in love with a thirteen-year-old boy who
lived down the street. Things change, Viv. People change."


"I applied for a job at his company.
I probably shouldn't have, and I don't believe in fate, but just in case it is
real, I didn't want to chance it." I started the car and flipped the
heater on high. 


"That's a great idea, but I'm not
thinking you're going to need to help fate out at all. The guy just called you
after you not only left him alone in a hot tub the night before, but didn't
even have the balls to say goodbye."


"How is it that you always make me
feel so much better?" I let all the sarcasm I could muster sink into my
voice as I turned and backed the car out of my parking spot. 


"We've been friends since you could
walk. I'm not telling you what you want to hear. I love you too much for that
shit."


"And what do I want to hear?"
Frustration pumped through me. Why did I call her again? She was always the
voice of reason to a fault. 


"You want to hear that the two of you
will cordially part ways and remain friends until you're healed and he's
settled into a schedule that doesn't have him flying all over the world."


"How do you do that? It's annoying."
I stopped at the stoplight in front of me and crossed my free arm over my chest
while I waited for the green light. 


"I know you, remember?"


"Why can't that be the future,
though? That sounds so much better than all the other options that have played
through my head."


"Because it doesn't work like that.
Someone is going to steal his heart or yours if you don't leave your fear
behind you and try this out with him. It's stacking up to be something
incredible, Viv. Stop pushing him away. Give this a chance."


"I can't." I shook my head and
gripped the steering wheel as I hit the gas. "I don't know how to."


"It's natural to think that you
don't, but you do. Go with the flow, and make decisions with him based on the
fact that he loves you and wants to be a part of your future."


"What if he doesn't though?" I
realized how stupid I sounded, but we were too far into the conversation to stop  now. "Then
what?"


"Then we move on, but you're not even
giving him a proper chance. Let your guard down. Promise me that you'll try
tonight."


I nodded and let out a sigh of
resignation. "I'll try, but that's all I've got right now."


"That's good enough."
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Just hearing her voice left me wanting to
find her wherever she was. Warmth infused me as I dropped the phone on the
couch next to me, and I let out a long groan, closing my eyes and thanking the
stars that she answered and agreed to see me. 


I needed to work on a good handful of
write-ups for work but having something take most of my afternoon was going to
work out well. Keeping my mind on task and off of Vivian was going to be the
trying part. 


I worked diligently and wrapped up my
portfolio of write-ups for Miami by four-thirty. After packaging everything up
nicely, I got in the shower and cleaned up quickly. I wanted to get to the
restaurant a little early with flowers so I could make sure the dinner went
exactly as I had planned in in my head the night before. 


She deserved so much more than I felt like
I had to offer, but I was going to pull out the stops and see if it didn't push
her a little more in my corner. I'd take as long as she wanted me to, but I
needed another night in her arms soon. She brought me to life in ways that I
couldn't remember feeling for a long time. Everything was a little brighter, my
mood much better, my disposition much more giving. 


I dressed in black pants and a dark green
button-down, hoping the outfit would scream class and yet comfort. I tugged on
a heavy black jacket and decided to forgo the tie. The owner of the restaurant
was a friend of mine from college, his father having given him the place when
they decided that traveling was something he and his wife would rather be
doing. 


A driver picked me up forty-five minutes
before six, and I was itching to get there and get everything set up. I wanted
a driver in case we had a few too many drinks. We'd have a quick, responsible
way to get back to my place. 


"I need to stop by the flower shop on
tenth and Johnson." I leaned forward and looked up to catch the driver's
eye in the rear-view mirror.


"Not a problem, Sir." The guy
tipped his hat to me and pulled out of the circle drive in front of my
building. 


After grabbing a dozen white and red
roses, I got back in to the Lincoln and forced myself to relax. This wasn't a
first date, nor was it a blind date. I knew Vivian as much as she'd let me know
her. I was quite positive that she was the girl of my dreams though. That was
the reason I couldn't stop my leg from bouncing, my heart from fluttering
incessantly in my chest. 


"Here we are, Sir. I'll be waiting in
the valet parking lot. Just text when you're ready and I'll drive right up for
you." The driver turned and smiled at me. "That okay?"


"That's perfect. Thank you." I
got out of the car and walked into the restaurant as Jared turned and clapped
his hands together. 


"Easton Parks. You old dog." He
laughed and reached out to shake my free hand. 


"Jared. How are you, my friend?"
I smiled and gave him a quick hug. 


"I'm excellent. Now, you're here on a
date, right? No critiquing my shit tonight?" He reached for the flowers.
"Let me have these. Lucky girl..."


"It's a bit more complicated than
that, but it's a date slash job interview. I want to get this girl a job with
my company, but I need to see her in action. It's a date because I want her in
my life."


"For the long haul?" Jared
glanced over his shoulder. "You know your momma would be thrilled."


"I think so, but we just met a week ago.
I need to get to know her a little better, but everything I've seen so far
leads me to believe that she's the one." I chuckled. "Yeah, my mom's
actually being reserved with this girl for some reason. She's been pushing at
me so long, that having me actually find someone would leave her with nothing
to bitch at me about. Then what would she do?"


"Start in on your brothers. You're
just first in line. You know that." Jared smiled. "Come on back. Let
me show you the room."


I stopped by the open door at the back of
the restaurant and smiled. "This is perfect. Are you letting me use this
private room tonight?"


"It's all yours, buddy." Jared
glanced at a server who was working on the table. "Put these in a few
vases and make the room look romantic. Low lights and such."


"Thanks, man." I let out a long
breath. "I'm nervous."


"You? No fucking way." He turned
and walked toward me, brushing down the front of my jacket. "There's
nothing to be worried about. You're Easton Parks. There wasn't a girl at NYU
that wouldn't have dropped her panties for you. I'm more concerned for the
girl."


I laughed and pushed at him. "Get the
fuck outta here. She's a tall, beautiful redhead. Her
name is Vivian." 


"I like her already." Jared
patted my chest once more and walked to the door. "The menus are on the
table. Just order whatever you want. It's on the house."


"No. I got this." I reached for
him, but he turned, leaving me to grasp air. 


"You're one of my good friends from
college, East. It's not happening. Enjoy and good luck
with the girl. I hope she's worth a good guy like you." He closed the door
behind him as I picked up a menu and scanned it. 


"It's me that needs to be worth her
time and effort." I started to run my fingers through my hair and stopped.
I'd put a little bit of gel in it and didn't want it jacked up before she got
there. 


Twenty minutes later, a knock sounded on
the door behind me, and I moved to open in. 


"Hi," I spoke softly as my eyes
moved down her delicious figure. Her cream-colored dress looked like a summer
day on her. "Beautiful."


"Thanks. This is incredible."
She pressed her hand to my chest and looked up at me. "What are you up
to?"


I laughed and bent down, kissing her cheek
once before moving back. "Wouldn't you like to know?"


I moved back and her breath caught in her
chest. "Easton."


"It's okay. Just a dinner and a bit
of fun. I love overdoing things, but I didn't get a chance to in Miami. Let me
have my fun, and you just relax and enjoy the evening. I ordered us a four-course
meal to share. That okay?" I took her coat as she slid it off her
shoulders. The dress hugged her breasts tightly and fanned out, but had no
sleeves or straps. I yearned to press my lips to her shoulders and taste her
skin again. 


Soon.
Chill the fuck out. 


"Okay. I can do that." She sat
her purse down on an empty chair near the door and walked to the table, leaning
over and smelling the roses. "I don't remember this restaurant doing all
of this."


"They don't." I pulled back a
chair and nodded toward it. "Sit down and let's eat. We can play our
twenty questions game and perhaps get through more than two questions."


She chuckled as she sat down. "Yeah,
maybe we could start on something other than marriage and kids."


I moved around to take my seat, but paused
to pull my jacket off. I loved the way she watched me, as if she were in a
slight trance. If I were a third party observer, I'd have figured her to be as
taken with me as I was with her. I could only hope my assessment was true. 


"Okay, here's the other thing I want
to do." I pulled my napkin into my lap, leaning forward to engage the
beautiful girl a little more. "Let's have you critique each dish and then
either I can write it up, or you can. I'd love to see how well your tastes
align with my own reviews of Jaspers. I owe the owner another round of reviews
on the place in a few weeks, and I refuse to send Kevin here."


"How fun." She smiled brightly
and pulled her napkin into her lap. "I can type them up. Are you wanting
to see them once I'm done?"


"Absolutely. I'll share them with my
boss, Jon. If you're okay with that?" I sat back as a bowl of dark orange
soup was delivered to the table and placed in front of us. 


"This is our cream of pumpkin soup
with sherry, bacon, and toasted pumpkin seeds. Enjoy." The waiter bowed to
us and walked away. 


"You wanna
use your phone or mine?" I smiled as her face lit up even more. She
couldn't have been more entrancing to me. 


"Mine." She got up and retrieved
her phone, my attention resting on her the entire time. She sat down and
pressed the button, recording the dish and a few descriptors as she tasted it.
She pressed the stop button and glanced up. "I'm usually so nervous to
critique in front of anyone."


"Not me, though, right?"


"Not at all." She blushed, and I
reached across the table, running my fingers over the tops of her knuckles. 


"Good. Now, tell me your favorite
color." I leaned back and picked up my spoon, tasting the soup and
listening intently as we walked through the various facts about ourselves that
meant little to the commoner, but to a lover, everything. 


Jared kept the music low and romantic, the
wine flowing, and the food coming in slow waves. We laughed throughout the
meal, and by the end, she was relaxed, her posture a little less stiff and her
smile authentic. 


I stood from the table and offered her my
hand. "I know you're stuffed, but I'd love to dance with you, if you'd do
me the honor."


"I'd love to." She took my hand
and moved to stand in front of me, sliding her free hand up my chest and around
to lock onto the back of my neck. "Why do you have to be so damn
smooth?"


"You'd rather I be overly
hairy?" I lifted my eyebrows in playful confusion. 


She laughed and snorted, causing me to
laugh as well. "Stop it, or I'll fall madly in love with you, Easton
Parks."


"And that would be bad because?"
I pulled her closer to me and turned us toward the open floor just behind me. 


"Because you said yourself that a
relationship was impossible due to you traveling all the time." She
glanced down, and I felt her pulling back from me yet again. 


I tightened my grip and leaned down,
brushing my nose by hers. "And you said that I should find a woman that
wants to be on the road with me."


"I know, but that's not going to
happen for a while, if ever." She stopped moving and I shook my head. 


"No. You're not blocking me. Not
tonight." I forced her to spin with me and moved us toward the balcony,
releasing her and opening the doors. She walked out onto the patio and stood by
the outdoor heater as she pressed her hands to the railing and took a sharp
breath. 


"This is incredible." She
glanced back at me. "You're killing me."


I wrapped my arms around her and kissed
the side of her neck, wanting my place to always be behind her, holding her up,
supporting her in any way she would let me. 


"I don't want it to feel like a
death, Viv. I just want to think about working toward what you want." I
kissed her again and moved up to suck her ear lobe into my mouth. 


"And what do I want?" Her voice
was airy as she spoke. 


"To live life with someone. I'm not
asking for forever just yet. I just don't want to give up what started in
Miami. It doesn't have to be anything insanely serious. Just be exclusive to
me, and I'll do the same." I kissed the side of her jaw and slid my hand
up between her breasts to cup her throat as she turned her face and pressed her
lips to mine. 


The groan that left me would have been
embarrassing if it were anyone else. She echoed it with a precious moan of her
own, and I tightened my arms around her. I couldn't lose her. It just didn't feel
like a possibility I was willing to accept. 


She broke the kiss and licked at her lips
before turning in my arms and wrapping me in a tight hug. "What if I'm
scared, Easton?"


"Then we'll be scared together. You
have to learn to trust me, which will take time. I have all the time in the
world." I moved down and pressed my lips to hers, kissing her tenderly,
but not penetrating the warmth of her mouth until she opened up for me. The
minute she did, I shifted my hips forward to let her know just how much she
turned me on. 


"Let's get out of here," she
panted against my mouth. 


"Come home with me tonight. I've
asked and been rejected too many times so far. Don't turn me down again
tonight." I rubbed the tip of my nose along hers and stole another quick
kiss. 


"No. I won't." She lifted to her
toes and pressed her soft warm lips to mine. 


I knew without a doubt that I had her.
Keeping her would be a challenge, but for the night, she was mine again. 
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There was no need to fight it. Whether we
could work out any sort of future together was irrelevant. I simply wasn't
strong enough to pass up another night with Easton. He knew he had me, too. I
could see the recognition of my surrender in his eyes. 


He scooped me up closer and pressed his
soft lips against mine, tilting his head and rubbing his tongue along mine as
he took a series of deep breaths. Heat rose in the center of my stomach and
danced along my nerve endings as desire pumped through every pressure point I
had. I wanted him, no, needed him to bury himself deep inside of me and claim
me as his own. 


It was primal and a bit too edgy for me,
but being near him left me wanting to be whatever he needed me to be. 


"Let's go." I moved back and
pulled at his hand. 


"Yeah. We'll get your car later. I
brought a driver in case we had too much to drink." He pulled out his
phone and texted someone as I held onto his hand, biding my time and
maintaining my patience. "You sure about this?"


"Ask me again and I might change my
mind." I lifted my eyebrow, loving more than anything the smirk that
played on his sexy mouth. 


"It won't happen again." He
moved toward the exit, tucking me by his side with his tight grip on my hand. A
good-looking guy with a fitted, slate-gray suit and bald head moved into our
path. 


I stopped short, not sure who the guy was,
but having no doubt that it had something to do with the fact that we needed to
pay the bill. 


"You heading out, East?"
The guy’s tight features relaxed into a warm smile, and I let out a breath I
didn't realize I was holding. 


"Yeah. Dinner was incredible. We'll
have a write up for you soon, buddy." He glanced back at me and winked.
"Viv, this is a good friend of mine, Jared Jasper."


"Nice to meet you. I love your restaurant."
I smiled and extended my hand, shaking the guy’s hand as it engulfed mine. 


"Pleasure's all mine. We've all been
waiting for the day when old East here was nervous over a girl. I'm waiting
until I get off tonight to call all our old friends and tell them to mark their
calendars." He released me as warmth swam up my chest and left me flushed.



"Really, man? You gotta
tell her that I was nervous? What kind of friend are you anyway?" Easton
chuckled and pulled on my hand a little, forcing me to move up to his side.
"She's gorgeous, isn't she?" 


He glanced back at me as I swatted at him.
"Stop. You're embarrassing me."


"She is." Jared winked at me.
"You're beautiful, but don't tell my wife I said that shit. She'll cut
both you and me."


I laughed and shook my head. "Never
in a million years."


"Good woman." He reached out and
patted Easton's shoulder. "Alright. You kids have fun and be safe. Don't
do anything I wouldn't do."


"That leaves a lot of doors
open," Easton muttered as we walked to the front door and out into the
chilly night's air. 


"I like him, and I adore the
restaurant. This was the one my dad loved." I moved to get into the back
of the dark, sleek car that pulled up. 


Easton got in beside me and turned,
smiling devilishly at me as he licked his lips. 


"I'm glad. It's one of my favorites.
Jared and his family are great people. We'll go again sometime soon if you
want." He pressed a button beside him and the window between us and the
driver rolled up, the darkened glass leaving only the moonlight to fill the
backseat. 


"Why do I feel like I'm playing Little
Red Riding Hood and you're the Big Bad Wolf?" I smirked and slid my hand
along his smooth face before pulling him toward me. 


"Because you know that I haven't stopped
thinking about eating you up since we met?" He licked at my mouth before
pressing a deep probing kiss. His words blistered my insides and caused my
heart to race. 


I pulled back and sucked in a quick drink
of air. "How long do we have?"


"Fifteen minutes. I live
downtown." He moved as if he was going to shift to the floor, but I pulled
him back up. 


"No. It's my turn." I shifted to
my knees before he could say anything and pressed my fingers to his lips.
"No words, just grunts and groans."


He smiled behind my fingers and nipped at
them. "I would tell you not to have me fall in love with you, but I'm
already knee deep in what could be."


"Hush." I slid my hands down his
chest and wiggled my way between his thighs, leaning over and brushing my
breasts over the thick swell of his erection as I worked on his expensive belt.
He watched me intensely, which only egged me on to make my time on my knees
good for both of us. 


Running one hand down his shaft, I used
the other to undo the button of his pants. I moved up and took the zipper
between my teeth, tugging it down in one slow motion before using my nose to
part his fly. 


"Damn, Viv. I'm gonna
cum just watching you, baby." He reached down and ran his hands over my
shoulders as his chest rose and fell succinctly. 


"Not yet." I reached up and
tugged his pants down, making sure to bring his underwear with me. He lifted up
as I jerked them over the curve of his ass and left them sitting idle
mid-thigh. His cock twitched as I leaned down and brushed my nose up his
length. 


"This is all I've thought about for
the last few days. How delicious you must taste." I swirled my tongue in
the salty liquid that pooled at his fat tip as I moaned softly. 


He groaned and slid one hand into my hair,
his other hand wrapping around his shaft as he lifted it and guided me down to
take him in my mouth. I could have snatched back control, but it felt so good
letting him have it. He knew what he wanted, and I simply wanted to beckon to
that. 


"God," he cried out and I ran my
fingers over his fist and cupped his sack, massaging it softy as I worked him
in and out of my mouth. My eyes began to water as he lifted his hips and forced
more of himself inside of me, but I pushed farther, wanting to give him an
experience that wouldn't ever be matched. 


My gag reflex kicked into gear and I
pulled back, working to catch my breath. I reached up and ran my hand down his
swollen flesh, swatting his hand out of my way. 


"You're almost too big." I moved
back up and worked him with my hands as I glanced up to memorize the look of
ecstasy on his face. 


His teeth were sunk down into his bottom
lip, his cheeks flushed, his eyes hooded as he took short, shallow breaths
through his nose. "Put your mouth on me again. I need it."


"Anything you want," I whispered
and moved up to take him back in my mouth. I used my tight grip to pump his
flesh where my tongue and lips couldn't reach, but my eyes stayed on him. 


His back arched hard a few minutes later
as he pushed on my shoulder. "Move back, Viv. Fucking move back."


I picked up the pace and worked him harder
– faster, not willing to move away from him, not for a minute. 


His cry filled up the space around me, and
I closed my eyes as he released himself into me with long, hard thrusts. His
fingers tightened in my hair as he pulled back and cried out again. 


"My God. I don't think I've ever in
my life enjoyed that so much." I stroked him with my fingers and sat back
on my heels. 


"Me either." I glanced down at
his erection and moved back down to kiss along the swollen vein that pulsed
angrily. 


"You're far too much woman for
me." He stroked my face and pulled me up to press his lips to mine in a
series of soft, sweet kisses. "You're ruining me for all other
women."


"There are no other women. It's just
me for now. Remember?" I kissed him again and crawled up in the seat next
to him, trying not to let his silly comment throw me into a series of internal
questions as to whether or not he was the cheating type. 


He worked to get himself tucked away, and
he zipped up his pants before sitting up and sliding his hand against mine.
"You're going take me up on my offer?"


"For exclusivity together?" I
leaned against him, wanting more than anything to curl up in his bed and make
love. 


"Yes. Just me and you." He
leaned over and kissed the side of my face. "I'd probably have to go ape
and kill anyone who came near you anyway."


I gave him a silly, wide-eyed expression
and smirked. 


"Too much?" He asked as the car
stopped. 


"Not at all." I reached for the
door and straightened my dress as he moved up to talk with the driver. He
joined me a minute later, wrapping his arm around my shoulders and moving us
toward a large high-rise that sat nestled in the middle of several parks. 


"I have a dog, or a puppy, rather.
You're not allergic to animals are you?" He smiled down at me, the
goodness in his expression stealing my heart. 


"No, I love them." Excitement
bubbled up inside of me. "We have three dogs back home, but living in the
dorm means that I can't have an animal with me. I've been waiting for
graduation so that I could buy myself a puppy."


"Oh, nice. Well, then you'll love
mine. His name is Eli. He's a lady-charmer, though. Don't let him fool you. You
get comfortable around him and he'll lick the skin from your bones." He
squeezed me once more before reaching for the door. "We're straight to the
top."


"I'm so excited to see your
puppy." I moved toward the elevator, ignoring the well-to-do people that
stood in the lobby in brightly colored dresses. 


"Looks like they're having an event
tonight." Easton walked into the elevator and closed the door before
turning to me and pulling me against his body. "The dog gets ten minutes
of your time, and then you're mine."


"That's not fair." I forced a
pseudo pout and put my hands on my hips. 


"Oh yeah, it's more than fair. You
can mess with him all you want once I pass out. It shouldn't take too long. I'm
fucking beat from that late flight and trying to get home." He turned from
me and pressed his hand to his mouth as he yawned. "Excuse me."


"East. We don't have to sleep
together tonight. Just go get in bed and get some rest." I wrapped my arms
around him from the side, pressing a kiss to his thick shoulder. 


"Are you kidding? I'd stay awake for
a week to feel the silkiness of your body against mine. Sleep can take a long
jump off a short bridge.” He nipped at my nose and held the door for me as I
walked out into the hallways. There were no more than six doors down the long
stretch of overly decorated hall. 


"It's beautiful up here." I
waited for him and took the hand he offered me. "I've always wondered if
these large buildings had apartments in them."


"I started to get a house, but it
seemed like a better idea to wait until I had a wife. You women are a little
picky about your homes. Better to let you have a say in what everything looks
like than hearing you bitch for fifty years." He chuckled and pulled out
his keys, moving in front of me as nervousness danced in my stomach. 


"We are quite picky. You're a smart
man." I cupped his butt and squeezed softly as he glanced back a growled
playfully at me. "So hot."


"Play with the pup. I'm going to
clean up the bedroom a little." He moved into the apartment, which opened
into the side of a huge kitchen. The place looked nothing like an apartment,
but more like a luxurious home. 


I walked through the various rooms,
listening for the sound of a whining pup, and finding him near the back of the
living room in a small pantry. 


"I'm coming. I'm coming." I
kicked off my heels and opened the door. A small cry left me as I fell in love
immediately with the little black and white puppy that jumped up and down as if
half-crazed. "Well come here, little guy."


I reached down and picked him up, cuddling
him to my chest and kissing his head as I walked him back into the living room
and dropped to my knees. I released him and let out a few more sounds of joy as
he jumped all around me, wanting my attention until Easton walked back in. 


"Hey, boy. How are you? Daddy's boy
doing okay? Good to see you survived me going to dinner." He moved down
and picked up the fur-ball as the dog whimpered and cried, snuggling up to
Easton in a way that had my heart melting completely. He looked over at me and
smiled. "You like him?" 


"I love him. Give him back." I
reached for him, and Easton handed the puppy back to me as he chuckled.
"The neighbor boy is headed over to take him for me. I'm leaving for L.A.
tomorrow at lunch. I think I told you."


"Yeah. I wish I could offer to keep
him. I would love to hang out with him for a week, or a month, or even a
year." I kissed the rambunctious little thing’s head and fell back on my
butt as he jumped into my lap. 


A knock at the door sounded, but Easton
stayed in place, his brow pulled as if he were thinking through something.
"You want to just stay here? I know you have class, but you can keep Eli
here at the house if you want to."


I did, but it was almost too much. "I
would, but I'd hate to disappoint the boy at the door. Maybe next time." 


"Yeah, anytime you want." He
leaned down and picked up the dog, grabbing a bag of stuff and heading to the
door. 


How
about now? Tomorrow? Forever?
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Vivian



 


 

I climbed to my feet and walked to his
bedroom, stopping before entering it and simply admiring the dark, silk sheets
that stretched across his four-post bed. Something about the sensual
masculinity of the room left my body aching for many long nights working to
turn his sheets into a sweaty mess. 


"You like it?" He whispered
softy as he slid his hands over my shoulders. 


"Yeah. Unzip my dress." I
glanced over my shoulder to watch his expression move from adoration to lust.
"Make love to me."


"As often as you'll let me,
Viv." The zipper was pulled down slowly, and the dress dropped to my feet.
He worked on my bra as he swiped his tongue along my upper back. The sweet
sensation of his fingers pushing the bra from my breasts was only outdone by the
delicious pressure of his hands squeezing my breasts softly, his fingers
tugging carefully at my nipples. 


"I want you like this all the
time." He pressed his teeth to the side of my neck and bit down carefully
as one hand moved from my breasts down into my panties. 


I cried out as his fingers slipped through
my folds, playing with the sticky wetness that he caused. I arched my hips
forward as he licked at the bite and ran his nose up my ear.


"I want in here." He rimmed my
opening and dipped his finger into me as I arched again, not caring at all how
needy I appeared. There was no one to lie to. Least of all myself. 


"I need you inside of me." I
reached back and slid my hand into his hair before turning my face and sinking
into the sensual kiss he offered me. I turned and worked on his shirt as we
continued to make love to each other's mouths, taking our time to enjoy every
moment of the kiss. 


Pulling back, I slipped my fingers into
his shirt and forced it off of his broad shoulders as his fingers moved up my
waist, encircling my nipples playfully. 


"You're insanely beautiful. Like you
just walked out of my dreams. Did you know that? That I'm smitten with
you?" He leaned down and kissed me again, pressing his chest to mine as
his hands raced up my back, his palms flat as he held me to him. 


"I feel the same, baby." I
pushed at him just enough to reach between us and work on his pants. His body
was rock hard, his cock thick and erect, as if waiting impatiently for another
session with some part of me. I backed up until I bumped into the bed, but kept
my hand in his. "I want you on top of me."


"I like that." He nodded toward
the bed. "Get up there."


"Yeah," I breathed in between
the annoying little pants that left me. My heart was racing, though he'd made
love to me before. This time felt completely new. Different. 


Crawling up the bed, I laid down on my
back and reached for him as he spread himself above me, pushing at my legs with
his knees. 


"Open up to me, Viv. Give me a
chance." He pressed the thick head of his cock against me and I arched my
back, my skin almost too sensitive. 


"I want to," I moaned as he sunk
down into me. "I want to so damn bad."


"Then do it, baby. I'm giving into
you." He rested his arms on either side of my head and pressed in farther.
The groan that left him melted the remaining resistance in me. 


Pleasure wrapped around my center as he
lifted up and pressed down hard, impaling me with this thickness. I encircled
his waist with my legs and dug my nails into his back as he calmly sucked at my
lips and fucked me like no one ever had. There was far more love involved than
I could remember enjoying before. 


"You're so perfect." He glanced
down between our bodies as his muscles flexed and he shoved himself back into
me. "I wanna see you."


"Let me on top." I held on
tightly as he rolled us, and sat up, rolling my hips to keep the delicious
pressure building inside of me. My fingers dug into his chest and my hair hung
all around me as I lifted up and slammed back down. I wanted to keep his rhythm
– slow, deep, and sensual – but as I approached orgasm, all bets were off. 


"Oh God," I groaned as I lifted
up and worked him faster. 


"Vivian. Fuck, baby." He gripped
my hips. "I don't have a condom on yet."


"Don't come. Just let me have this
one to myself." I reached for his hands, pulling one up to cup my breasts
together and the other to my throat. 


He grunted as his muscles locked. Nothing
would ever be sexier than watching him hold back for me. "Hurry,
baby."


I nodded and pressed against his strong
hands as I closed my eyes and lifted my chin to the ceiling, enjoying the
feeling of him deep inside of me. 


He threw every curse word into the air as
I came hard, my body tightening as I screamed loudly and took every ounce of
pleasure he offered me. 


I finished riding the high and pressed
back on him, taking him fully back into me before opening my eyes and sitting
up. 


He was almost pale, his breathing off and
eyes wide. "That was by far the hottest thing I have ever seen. Please
tell me that we get to do this every time we're together."


I chuckled and lifted my hips, squeezing
him as I sucked my bottom lip into my mouth. "Get a condom and stop
flattering me. It will get you nowhere." 


He smirked. "I'm exactly where I want
to be, vixen."


Moving off of him, I dropped to the bed
beside him and rolled onto my back as I sucked air as fast as I could. In the
middle of the orgasm, I hadn't realized how out of breath I was. 


"Roll on your side. I want to hold
you against me and take my time." He crawled back onto the bed as I moved
onto my side. After scooting in tightly to my back, he pressed himself back
into me, using the tight grip he had on my hip coupled with his other hand
wrapped around the bedpost. 


I cried out at the wickedly delicious
tension. 


"Yeah, Viv. That's it, girl. Just
relax. No rush. No hurry." He ran his hand down my side and slid his other
arm under my head, wrapping it around my chest and holding me tightly against
him. He spent the next two hours whispering words of adoration and worship into
my ear and against my damp flesh as he brought me over the edge multiple times.
It was the most incredible experience of my love life. 


"My turn," he whispered roughly
and turned us, pressing my chest into the bed as he lifted my hips and gripped
my ass tightly. "I need to fuck you for a few minutes, Viv. No making love,
just for a minute. Tell me I can."


"Do it. I want to experience every
part of you." I stretched out my hands and arched my back hard, offering
myself up for whatever he needed. 


"Thank you, baby." He gripped my
hair tightly and kept a handful of my ass as he drove himself into me faster
and harder than I'd ever been fucked. I came again about the time he lost
himself, but his speed kept true, his body needing something intense to bring
him over the edge after our long night of making love. 


He collapsed onto my back, breathless and
panting for air. "I'm in love with you. I know you don't want to hear it,
but I want you in my life, in my bed, everywhere I am, Viv."


"I think I do too," I turned my
face as tears burned my vision. "Just don't cheat on me."


"Never, baby. Not in a million
years." He moved off of me, but pulled at my hip, turning me to press my
back against his chest as he wrapped his arms around me and let out a long
sigh. 


"Best night of my life." He
kissed my neck over and over until I let sleep take me under. I was safe with
him for now, and I could learn to trust him, or I hoped I could. 
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I woke the next morning with her still in
my arms. I'd already showered the night before after she slipped into a deep
sleep, but holding her through the night was something I couldn't deny myself
the chance to do. I'd confessed my desires during our love-making, but like
anyone with any sense in their head, she'd want to hear it when we weren't
naked and fucking each other like animals. I could understand that. 


I fixed breakfast and left a note on the
counter that her plate was sitting wrapped up in the microwave. I had to meet
with Jon and stop by to see my folks before heading to the airport. I should
have woken her up before leaving, but she was too peaceful lying in the midst
of my dark sheets. Her silky, crimson locks were spilled out across my bed, her
breasts heavy and half uncovered as she lay on her side sleeping soundly. 


Canceling the trip seemed like a good idea
until I walked out of the building and headed downtown. My career was going to
be the only mistress that Vivian would have to contend with, and it was
honestly going to be up to me to figure out just how to balance the two of
them. I couldn't let one or the other down. Sadly enough, my career was still
pulling slightly ahead of my love life, even though I was almost a hundred
percent sure that I'd found the girl I'd be proposing to in the future. 


The drive downtown was a bear, but I only
spent an hour in the car, which wasn't too terribly bad. Jon's secretary,
Sherry, greeted me as I walked in. 


"Hi, Mr. Parks. Nice to see you
again. I assume your trip to Florida went well?" She stood and pressed her
hands on the top of her elevated desktop. 


"It was great." I put the packet
of my reports in front of her. "Here are my write-ups. Just send them back
to me when you guys have reviewed them. I'm in L.A. this next week, but I'll
check in the following week to see if you or Jon need anything else from
me." I turned as Jon stuck his head out of the large double doors and
smiled at me. 


"Good. I was just about to have
Sherry call you. Come on in. I have twenty minutes and then I need to run. I
think Bethany is having contractions." He waved me in. "Let's make
this the quickest meeting we've ever had."


"Jon, this can wait. Go to the hospital
or wherever you need to be." I walked into his office as he closed the
door. 


"No, it's good. Her mother is with
her, and honestly, I can't stand the woman. I do need to head out in twenty
minutes. So seriously, take a seat and let's talk." He sat down behind his
large cherry-wood desk. "You turned in your reports?"


"Oh, course I did." I took a
seat and adjusted my tie. "I spoke with Jeffry Bryan just before leaving,
he's one of the main managers on staff at-"


"La Mage. I know Jeffry. He called
this morning, but I haven't had time to get back in touch with him." Jon
brushed his fingers over his mustache. "Did something happen?"


"Yeah. He pulled me into a private
room on Saturday night and said that they'd somehow seen several reviews that
Kevin was touting about on food items that they know he didn't try. They're
talking about a slander suit against us if those reviews go live." I sat
back, a little more deflated by having to be the bearer of bad news than I
thought I would be. 


Jon stood up as his face turned red.
"What? Are you fucking kidding me?"


"No, Jon. They have his order list
from his room service, and they have cameras that they've checked. The guy is a
fucking weasel. I told you that before I left for the trip. I wasn't being an
ass. He's a really shitty guy." I pressed my hands to my knees. "I'll
write up everything I witnessed and transcribe the conversation with Jeffry,
too. We'll just get him to sign off on his portion of it so you'll have the
right amount of ammo to let Kevin go."


"Aww...fuck." Jon slumped down
in his chair. "Do you know how hard it is to find a food critic? It's damn
near impossible. We had this conversation already, too."


"I know, but I'm going to help out. I
know I haven't been here but a few years, but I'm looking to spend my career
here, which means helping the company grow in all areas." I stood and
slipped my hands into the pockets of my pants. "I think I might have found
someone that would be great for us. She's going to work on putting together
some reports for you. Would you be willing to look them over and maybe bring
her in to talk to you?"


"Is she green, Easton? You know that
I can't put someone fresh from the streets in Kevin's position. The press would
never go for that." He ran his fingers through his salt and pepper hair
and shook his head. "Why is it when everything seems to be going good that
the rug just has to get pulled out from under you?"


"I'll let you get to your wife, but
don't sweat this. We'll figure it out. I can critique food until we find the
right person." I shrugged. "I'd do that for you."


"You're already killing yourself for
us." He stood and extended his hand. "Thanks for bringing this into
me, Easton. I really appreciate it. It just shows your loyalty to our brand.
Get that shit typed up for me and give me the reports so we're covered when I
bring Kevin in. What a fucking waste."


"I will, and promise me that you'll
read over the girl's reviews." I lifted my eyebrow, not willing to let him
off the hook that easily. 


"Alright. Shit. I'll read them, but
you know how I feel about newbies." He picked up his phone. "Be safe
on your flight and check in later this week sometime."


"Will do, boss. Tell Bethany good
luck for me. I'll be thinking about you guys." I turned and walked to the
door as he picked up a call and started yelling at some poor schmuck about
stock values. 


I waved to Sherry and walked to the car as
the notion of bringing Vivian into the company shifted from a possibly good
thing to maybe not my best idea by a long shot. I figured we'd start dating
after my trip to L.A. if she was being straightforward about wanting to give it
a shot, but maybe I was doing too much. She didn't seem like the kind of woman
who would be overly appreciative of a man ruling all areas of her life. 


Maybe I needed to let her land her own job
and not stick my nose into her business until I talked to her a little about
it. I huffed loudly as I reached the car and dismissed the whole idea. It
wasn't unlike me to start taking over bits and pieces of some girl's world to
make them secure for her. If something happened between us, like a fallout, she
wouldn't feel like she was just losing her man, but her job, her apartment. 


"Leave it be," I grumbled to
myself as I got into the car and drove out of the city to see my folks. The
ranch was beautiful and sat nestled into the hills forty minutes out of town. I
didn't have more than an hour before I needed to head to the airport, but it
was enough time to check in with my folks. 


I pulled my phone out of my pocket as I walked
to the door, half expecting to see a text or missed call from Vivian, but I had
nothing. I texted her quickly that I hoped she had a great day and to call me
later. It wasn't overbearing and it made me feel better to reach back out to
her. Most girls would have read into me leaving a note after a long night of
sex as something negative. I didn't figure Vivian the type, but now that I was
away from her, I wasn't so sure. 


"Hey, handsome. I was wondering if
you forgot us." My mom walked out of the house and wrapped her arms around
me, pulling me into a warm hug and kissing the side of my face several times.
"Why is your skin so soft?"


"I've decided to invest in skincare
products?" I lifted my eyebrow playfully. 


"You big, hairy girl." My father
walked out of the house and extended his hand to me. "Good to see you,
son."


"You too, Dad." I gave him a hug
and pat on the back before walking into the house. The smell of bacon wrapped
around me, and I breathed in deeply. I should have brought Vivian with me for
breakfast. My mom and dad would have loved her. The sooner I introduced them, the
sooner she would know how serious I was about trying to make our lives mesh
together. 


"So tell us about your trip to
Miami." My mom rubbed the top of my back as we walked into the kitchen. 


"Where are Clint and Jake?" I
glanced around before moving to the stove and picking up the tongs. 


"They're on a last minute hunting
trip. Clint called to see if they should invite you, but momma told them that
you were on a business trip." My dad sat down at the breakfast counter and
pulled a coffee cup toward him. "You need to take some time off, Easton.
You've been going at it for two years. We barely get to see you at all
anymore."


"Yes. I agree. Having off on
Christmas day and Easter on occasion isn't going to work." My mom took the
tongs from me and bumped me with her hip. "Get a cup of coffee and go sit
by your dad. He misses you." 


My dad pressed his hand to his face as he
fake cried in his usual dramatic fashion. 


I rolled my eyes and moved up behind him,
wrapping him in a hug and digging my chin into his shoulder as he screamed like
a woman. 


"Oh yeah? Is that the one tear you
cried for me, old man?" I laughed as he twisted violently, trying to shake
me off. 


"Don't hurt him please. You know he's
getting old." My mother sat a cup of coffee in front of me as I slid into
the seat next to my dad. 


"I'm not old. I'm a freaking spring
chicken." My dad glanced at me, waiting. 


"I'm not making the chicken
sound." I swatted at him as he turned to attack me. 


"Boys. Stop it. I want to hear about
this girl, East. I know you're on a tight schedule.
Warm your mother's heart and tell me that she might be the one." My mom
stopped and glanced over at me. Funny enough, my father did too. 


"Yeah, she might be her." I
shrugged. "Actually, she is. I'm just not sure if she thinks I'm
him."


"She will, son. Just be yourself and
pull back some on your damn job. Women need attention, and if she's a looker,
then some old dog's waiting for a chance to steal her from you." My dad
elbowed me in the side. "Ain't that right,
Mary?"


"Yes. It is." My mom moved
toward us and placed a big plate of bacon down. "Don't eat all that. I'm
working on eggs now, and listen to your father. Your job should be important,
but there comes a time when everything has to play second string to your
family, baby. Now is that time."


She was right, but I wasn't sure how to
readjust things or if I was ready to make that deep of a commitment. Surely
Vivian would understand and give me a few more years to get ahead. I was so
close to being invited into the executive inner circle. A few more years and
I'd be there. We could get to know each other and slowly move toward the next
level of commitment. 


"No girl worth having is going to
hang out and wait on you to choose her over that job. Hear me now. You'll lose
her." My dad rubbed my back. "Is she worth giving up a few of your
dreams for?"


"I don't know, Dad. I think so, but
if I'm being totally honest, then I really don't know yet."
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Vivian



 


 

My phone buzzed beside my ear, pulling me
from the best night of sleep I'd had in months. I jerked up and grabbed it,
checking the time on the alarm and jumping up. 


"Shit! I'm going to be late." I
rushed through the apartment, gathering my clothes and trying to get dressed
while forcing panic back down my chest. "Easton? You here?"


Nothing. Where could he be? Asleep on the couch?


I finished getting my dress on, but
couldn't get it zipped without some serious acrobatics. I walked into the
over-sized master bathroom and turned, leaving my back to the mirror as I
contorted in an effort to get the dress zipped. 


"Where are you?" I finished up
and jogged through the living room into the kitchen. "Easton?"


The note by the stove caught my attention,
and I read it quickly, realizing that he was either too sweet to wake me up or
didn't want to see me that early in the morning. Casey would force me to see
the positive in everyone, so I did. 


He'd left a plate of food for me in the
microwave, but undoubtedly forgot that I didn't have a car with me. It was
still at Jaspers. I grabbed the key that hung by the refrigerator and walked
out with my heels dangling from my fingers, hoping like hell that the key would
lock the front door. It did, much to my relief. 


I made my way down the elevator, my
fingers tapping frantically on the wall behind me. The door opened and a
nice-looking bellman nodded. 


"Morning, Miss." 


"Good morning. Is there any way that
someone can call a cab for me? I think Easton forgot that we left my car at the
restaurant last night." I ran my fingers through my hair, realizing how
incredibly slutty I must look.


The guy's eyes held no condemnation or
question as he smiled at me. "We have several drivers for our guests. I'll
have Frank take you back to the restaurant or anywhere else you want to
go."


"Thank you so much. It's
Jaspers." I moved to the lobby and sat down, tugging my heels on before
standing up on wobbly legs. The night of making love with Easton not only left
my body humming for more of him but left the stark reminder that he was a big
guy. 


"Right this way." The bellman
held the door open for me as I jogged through it. 


"I can't thank you enough." I
gave him a tight smile, still waiting to see the judgment in someone's face.


"No problem at all. Mr. Parks is a
good man. We'd do anything to help him or his friends out." He waved at
me, and I returned the gesture before getting into the back of the car. 


"We going to Jaspers this morning,
ma'am?" The driver turned and caught my attention. 


"Yes. Thank you." I sat back as
he pulled the car out into the street. I put my phone to my ear and called
Casey, wanting to know what time she would be back into town. 


"Hey. Where are you? I just got back
to the dorm and you're gone. I was hoping like hell that your date with Mr. Big
Stuff went well and you were wrapped up with him somewhere." She snorted. 


"Yeah, well I was at his place, but
now I'm trying to get back to Jaspers to get my car. I'm going to be late to my
first class, and you know the prof is a total ass." I let out a sound of
frustration. Why everything good had to always be accompanied with the bad was
beyond my ability to think through. 


"What can I do to help? Want me to
meet you in Langington Hall with jeans and a t-shirt?
I decided to come up there for classes since I'm back already."


"That would be incredible. And bring
panties, a bra, and my tennis shoes."


"Right. I'm not even going there.
I'll just bring the full outfit." She chuckled. 


"Why are you home already?"


"Long story. We can have coffee after
class at that little corner store bakery you like. They still have that bacon
grilled cheese right?" 


"Yeah. I'll see you at Langington around ten-forty. Don't be late. Class starts at
eleven."


"Okay, but I want the full details on
last night. Every single minute. Play by play. Not a–”


"Alright. I get it. I'll tell you all
about it, even the part where I woke up to a damn note instead of the hot
guy." I dropped the call before she started a fresh wave of questioning. I
wasn't sure what to think about the note. I knew that Easton had to make a
flight to L.A., and there was a strong possibility that he had woken me up to
say goodbye, and I had simply forgotten. There had been countless times that
I'd done that to my mom in high school and Case in college. 


He'd get the benefit of the doubt for now.
Innocent until proven guilty. 


"Here you are. Have a great day,
Miss." The driver pulled me from my thoughts. 


"Thank you." I pulled a twenty
from my wallet and tried to tip the guy, but he wouldn't take it. I thanked him
again and got out of the car, jogging toward mine and praying that traffic
would be light. I had twenty minutes to make a twenty-five minute drive free of
traffic. My professor for my senior literature class loved to crucify students
for being tardy more than anything else. The thought of having to face her made
my stomach ache. 


"Yeah right. Your luck stinks on the
good days. This should be fun." 


*****


I made it to Langington
with two minutes to spare. I'd never dressed so fast in my whole life. Casey
stood outside the stall, barking at me to hurry until I wanted to punch her in
the mouth. 


"Done." I moved out and smiled.
"Wait. What day is it?"


"Monday, silly." She opened the
empty bag she'd brought my clothes in. "Put your stuff in here."


"Monday? Crap. I must have been out
of it this morning. My first class was at nine. Tomorrow it's at eleven."
I pressed my back to the stall and let out an exasperated sigh. "Fuck my
life."


"Not happening. So...when is your
next class?" She smiled and moved toward the mirror, leaning over the sink
and checking her teeth. 


"I only have one class on Monday. Tomorrow
is my long day."


"Cool. I didn't want to go today,
anyway. Let's go grab some food and gossip. You owe me a juicy porn story and I
owe you the same-old-shit story." She shrugged and turned to face me. 


"Oh no. Your folks were on your case
again about school?" I took the bag from her and walked out into the
mid-morning sunlight as my stomach grumbled. 


"Aren't they always?" She
pointed across the street. "Hey they opened that new sandwich shop. Can we
go there instead? I've been waiting for it to open."


"I know you have, and yeah. That's
fine." I slung my bag over my shoulder as momentary gratefulness washed
over me. My parents had a lot of issues, and them getting a divorce was going
to be painful, but neither of them ever once tried to shit on my dreams. 


"So, how was the night with Easton? I
assume you spent the night with him."


I chuckled. "Yes, and it was amazing.
He's an incredible guy, but him leaving me a note this
morning is a stark reminder that his career comes first."


"He couldn't help that he had to go
out of town though." She gave me a cocky smirk. "You're being
ridiculous if you're upset over that."


"No. I get it, but he could have
woken me up. I felt like Julia Roberts in Pretty
Woman, walking from his complex with my heels in my hand, no car, and my
hair a fucking mess." I growled, not realizing how pissy
I was over the situation until I started sharing it with Case. "It just
irks me. I'll get over it."


"Did you guys talk about a
relationship at all or was it just pure carnality, rip your clothes off type
stuff?" She opened the door to the sandwich shop and moved back, letting
me go in first. A few guys from the football team waved at us, and I returned
the gesture before grabbing a menu and getting in line. 


"He wants to date exclusively, or he
thinks he does. Most of what was said was uttered in the middle of us making love,
so who knows how much of it is legit."


"I would assume all of it, but then
again, I'm an optimist and you–”


"Aren't. I know." I scanned the
sandwiches and pointed to three that looked good. "I'm getting all of
these. Share them with me so I don't look like a fatty?"


"Yeah, whatever. I just want to get
two bags of chips. That okay?" 


"Yep. My treat." I pulled out my
wallet and stepped up to the counter, ordering for us and moving back as Casey
grabbed the soda cup from in front of me. 


"What do you want?" She glanced
over her shoulder as she moved away. 


"I don't care, just nothing
diet." 


After paying, I found her sitting at a
booth in the middle of the football boys and joined her, not really interested
in fighting over where we were sitting. She loved their attention, and I knew
most of them from playing every sport available to me in intramural. 


"So are you going to date him
exclusively?" She asked me as she slid the drink to my side of the table. 


I took a quick sip and shrugged. "I'm
not interested in dating anyone else, and I'm pretty into him. He's everything
I want in a guy and then some."


"I think he's a safe bet, but make
sure you figure out if his career really would come before you. That doesn't
sound like the kind of guy you want to invest your future in."


I leaned back as my phone buzzed.
"Maybe not, but again, there aren't many prospects on the horizon, nor
would I pay attention to them if there were."


The text from Easton was simple and sweet.




 

Easton: Have a good day, baby. I'm
thinking about you.


Me: You too. Thanks for the ride this
morning. 


Easton: Oh fuck. I'm sorry. You figured it
out, I guess?"


Me: Yeah. I'm resourceful like that. Have
a safe trip. 


Easton: I will. I'll call on Friday when I
get back in. 



 

"Why not sooner?" I pressed the
off button and dropped the phone back into my pocket as Brett, a handsome
linebacker from our football team, winked at me. 


"Why not sooner what, pretty
girl?" He turned his attention on us, as did several of his friends. 


"My new boyfriend is on a business
trip, and isn't going to call until he gets back. I was just wondering why he'd
want to wait all week." I shrugged, not thinking much of it. 


"Because you'd interrupt his time
with the other women in his life. Duh." Brett pushed at my shoulder
playfully. "Naw, I'm just kidding. I'm sure he's
the one guy in the universe who doesn't cheat. Right?"


I nodded as my stomach turned. There was
no way I was going to start judging Easton based on what some dumbass meathead
thought, but that didn't mean Brett's words didn't bury themselves deep inside
of me and fester. 


"He wouldn't do that, right?" I
glanced across the table at Casey. 


"Hell no." She looked over at
Brett. "Shut up, dude. Not all men are pigs."


"Right. Only the breathing
ones." He laughed and turned back to his friends, leaving me to stew in
the possibility of Easton not wanting to talk simply because it would get in
the way of him seducing some other woman. 


I really didn't know him that well at all
in all actuality. 


It had only been a week. 


"I can't do this," I mumbled and
glanced up at Casey. 


"Awww fuck.
Not this again."
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"Not much longer." I walked
around the hotel, trying to talk myself out of faking a cold and leaving early.
Something about being away from Vivian for the last few days after not kissing
her goodbye, but simply leaving her sleeping, left me raw, unnerved. 


I picked up my phone, trying to think
through what I would say if I called her. I mentioned too many times in Florida
that I was interested in being with her only to have her turn me down. Calling
her throughout the week would leave me looking weak and needy, which I was
trying like hell not to be. My mother and father had convinced me to take
things a little slower after I explained the situation between me and Vivian to
them, but I hated the idea of moving slowly. 


"It wasn't but a week ago that you
weren't going to move at all." I
turned and walked to the kitchen to grab my phone as it rang. 


Unknown number. 


"This is Easton Parks." 


"East. It's Kev. Hey buddy, I just
wanted you to hear it from me that I got let go by Jon this morning. Some
bullshit about the La Mage people filling a suit against us over something they
alleged that I did or didn't do. Such bullshit." He'd been drinking from
what I could tell. 


"Well, maybe this is one of those
moments in life where you go to bed one man and wake up another." I
pressed my hand to my face and hoped that we'd be off the phone quickly. The
guy deserved every bit of shit that landed at his feet, but it didn't mean that
I wanted to be in the center of it. 


"Whatever that means. Did you know
about this?" His tone turned from friendly to accusatory. 


My phone beeped, and I pulled it from my
face to see that Jon was calling. "Let me call you right back, Kev. Jon's
on the other line and I'm out of town, trying to wrap up a situation we've been
dealing with."


"Yeah, whatever. Fuck all you
guys." 


"Alright. Good talking to you too,
buddy." I pressed the button to switch the call to Jon. "Boss? How's
it going?"


"Great. The baby was delivered a
couple of days ago, and I'm just getting into L.A. right now. Let's meet up for
dinner and talk. I have a few résumés for food critics that have come in. Some
of them don't look half bad." He cleared his throat. "Zuppa at seven good with you? The one on Rodeo."


"Yeah, that sounds great. I'll be
there." I pursed my lips, trying to make a decision where Viv was
concerned, though I knew that I should call her and just talk it through. Did
she want the opportunity to work for my company, or would that be another layer
for her to have to discard if things didn't solidify between us?


I grabbed my jacket and walked out of the
hotel, taking my valet ticket to the front of my rental car and chewing on my
lip as I worked through the possible outcomes of pushing my weight around with
Jon. He was almost like a second father to me, though he wasn't any more than
twenty years older than me. 


After getting in the Lexus, I plugged in
my phone and called the only person besides Vivian who could help me think
through what to do. 


"Hi, baby. Are you still in
L.A.?" My mom's voice was joyful and filled with warmth. 


I sighed and stopped at the red light just
beside the hotel. "I am, but I needed to think something through with
you."


"You want me to put you on speaker?
Your dad's right here too."


"Yeah. That's fine." I turned on
the heater, though it wasn't too terribly cold. I must have been coming down
with something, because I couldn't seem to get warm in California. Maybe it was
the wind blowing continuously. 


"Hey, buddy. Talk to us. What's
up?" My dad's voice came on the line, filling the car. 


"You guys know what happened with
Vivian and her ex. I told you on Monday over breakfast that he cheated on her
multiple times after they were together for ten years. She's going to have hang-ups
over me traveling all the time, unless I can get her to travel with me after
she graduates school." I hit the gas and checked my mirrors as my mom
spoke. 


"Right, which is a great idea, but
you can't expect a young woman that just finished paying for a four-year degree
to leave her career behind to follow you around." 


"Your mother's right, Easton. Women
nowadays aren't like that." He yelped. "Ouch! Stop pinching me,
Mary."


"Okay, guys." I shook my head.
"I have a possible opportunity to get her into my company. She wants to be
a food critic, and it's a hard gig to find an opening for. I'm having dinner
with Jon now."


"So what's the question? Get her the
job. That gives her income, speaks to her dreams, and lets her be beside you
all the time. It's a no-brainer." My dad was forever the simpleton. 


"But if she's already got commitment
issues," my mother started, "then you helping her get her first job
might push her away. I mean, if things don't work out for you guys, then what?
She loses her job and her boyfriend?"


"Exactly!" I smiled, knowing my
mom would get it. "So what do I do? I can't not try and help her with the
job."


"Have you talked to her about
it?" My mom asked. 


"No. I wouldn't want her to know that
I tried to get her the job. I need to think through all of this. I mean, how
else would she get the job if I didn't get it for her?" I groaned.
"Why does all of this have to be so damn complicated?"


"It doesn't. Get her the job and tell
her she's welcome." My dad huffed. "Women. Such a pain in the ass at
times. Ouch!"


"Ma. Stop pinching him.
Seriously." I pulled up to a long line of cars waiting to get on the
freeway and turned the heater down. "I should just call and see what she
wants me to do, but I don't want to look needy."


"You're over-thinking this a
lot." My mom complained at me. "If my boyfriend didn't call me all
week long, I would think he was with another woman. Plain and simple."


"That's ridiculous, Mary. Easton is
busy, and he's right. Calling a girl all the damn time makes you look silly and
immature. Just stick to your guns, son."


"Alright, you guys have been no help
at all, but I love you all the same. I'll call later. Stop beating each other
up." I laughed as they gave their closing comments. 


Calling Vivian was something I wanted to
do, but I couldn't shake the fact that it wasn't something she would
appreciate. I would ask Jon his opinion and see what he thought about all of
it. He used to be a regular ladies man, though how I had no idea. The guy
worked more than I did. 



 


 


 

"So the baby is good, and Bethany is
too?" I asked as I pulled my napkin into my lap and reached for the breadbasket.



"Yeah, they’re both great. The little
girl is Starla Magnis. We
couldn't agree, so we both got to choose a name. Beth still isn't talking to me
over the middle name, but it’s fun." He shrugged
and picked up his wine, drinking half the glass in two gulps. "Check out
these résumés. One of them is green behind the ears, but the woman submitted an
article. And honestly, I'm thinking of visiting the location just based on her
write-up. It's sexy, fresh, insightful. I like her
already, and I think that if someone like yourself would be willing to split
your time between resorts and fine dining for a while, we could make it
work."


"Alright, but I want to talk to you
about the girl I met. She's incredible, Jon. Both from a critique perspective
and just as a person." I took a bite of my roll, chewing it slowly before
taking the applications and setting them down. 


He scoffed at me. "You're not going
to help me until I talk to you about this chick, are you?"


"No. She's soon to be my girlfriend,
and I can't not mention her to you. She'll be graduating from NYU soon, and she
would just be great for us." I shrugged. "I know you're not liking
the part where she's connected to me, but it would work out well for me. We
could travel everywhere together and I'll teach her all I know. Just the way
you like things done."


"And what happens when you guys break
up? You're married to your career, Easton. Everyone knows that. Even your
folks." He sat his drink down and picked up the menu. "You just want
someone to tag along with your dreams. What are her dreams?"


"Alright, fuck the job idea for now.
I need to talk through my shit with her any way." I let out an exasperated
sigh and put my full attention on the man across from me. "She's been
cheated on in the past, and I know she's not really ready to commit to anything
with me because I travel. I don't blame her honestly, but I'm pretty sure she's
the one."


"Wow. That's big coming from
you." Jon picked up the bottle of wine and refilled my glass. "Was
she cheated on recently?"


"Yeah. Back in February I
think."


"How long have you known her?"
He nodded toward the glass. "Drink. I'll take you back to the hotel if
needed."


"I bumped into her multiple times at
the airport, on the flight and at the hotel in Miami this last week. It was
almost like everywhere I was, she was too." I picked up the glass and took
a long drink. "I've not wanted to try to be stable for anyone in a long
time. I spent my college years being a selfish prick and sleeping around. The
last two and a half years working for you guys have been the best years of my
life. I feel like to be the man this girl might need me to be, I'd have to give
up what I love."


He chuckled. "I was in your same shoes
years ago. I know exactly how you're feeling. But let me tell you this, Easton,
the girl isn't as fragile as you think. Someone who's been cheated on doesn't
need stability, they need honesty. Tell her how you're feeling and what you're
up to. If you pull out anything that looks like a lie, then it quickly becomes
one. Have you asked her about working for me?"


"No. I didn't want to seem too pushy,
too interested, too involved."


"Too controlling?" He lifted his
eyebrow at me. 


"Fuck you." I smiled and slumped
down in my chair. "Why didn't you just send Raymond to Miami? My whole
world feels shaky right now, and I hate it."


"Love always makes that happen, even
to the strongest men we know." He chuckled. "Look at the résumés and
call the girl when you get back to your hotel. Tell her how you feel about the
job stuff, and if she's interested in talking with me about a job, I'll
interview her. But only for you, buddy."


"Alright. Deal." I sat up and
pulled the résumés over, scanning through the first two and quickly discarding
them. The third was only a synopsis write-up of one of the restaurants at La
Mage. "The steakhouse." 


"It's a great write-up. Got me harder
than Bethany has in months. Read it, but be warned." He chuckled as I
glanced up.


"Whatever." I pulled the paper
up to block my view of him and read through it as my body warmed at first, but
quickly grew into a raging fire. The words were beautifully chosen, the flow
exquisite, and the underlying sensuality intense. "Wow."


I put the paper down and reached for my
glass as he belly-laughed. "See? I told you. I want her in my bed.
Hopefully I can talk Beth into sharing."


"I want her in my bed, and I was
completely sold out on never getting near another woman if Vivian said
yes." I pushed the paper across the table. "I'm not working with that
woman. I want to start a new life with my girl. This chick that wrote this is
on the prowl. No thanks."


"Vivian? That's her name." He
shuffled the papers in front of me. "Where's the résumé?"


"It's not in this pile. Are you
saying that my Vivian applied?" Excitement danced deep inside of me. If
Vivian had applied on her own, then my problem was solved. 


"I don't know if she's your Vivian,
but if she is, you better hold on tight. This woman is unique." He bent
over and dug through his bag before pulling out a crinkled up piece of paper
and clearing his throat. "Vivian Hall."


I snatched the paper and read over the
information as a smile drew my lips up. "This is her. This is my Vivian,
Jon."


"Then happy day. I'd give her a job
off that write-up alone. I've never been so affected by someone's critique.
Every restaurant in the world will be hammering down our door for her to visit.
Get her on the hook now. I want her."


I picked up my wine with a shaky hand as
everything started to fall into place around me. "You call her. Make this
about her applying and her accepting. Leave me out of it for now. I'll tell her
the truth after the dust settles. I want it to be all about her forging a path
into her future."


He chuckled. "Incredible how fate
works some times. You said you bumped into this woman in the airport?"


"Technically, she bumped into me, but
yes." I brushed my fingers across her name on the résumé and took a shaky
breath. She would get the job, and I would have her beside me everywhere I
went. It was the future I wanted. Now to make sure she did too. 
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Easton hadn't called all week. By the time
Friday rolled around, I was ready to force myself to get over us. If he didn't
have the decency to check in with me, then I didn't matter in the way I needed
to with him. It was most likely my neediness from having Jackson destroy my
future that made me so high-maintenance, but whatever it was, it wasn't going
to change. 


"You look like hell." Casey
walked into the dorm room and lifted a small bag as the smell of cinnamon and
sugar moved through the room. "I brought treats."


I glanced up from the desk beside my bed
and forced a smile. "I'm good. Just trying to get some studying done. I'm
so ready to be out of school. It seems like it's just dragging on and on at
this point."


"I understand that all too
well." She moved to sit on my bed and pulled at the back of my rolling
chair, forcing me to turn and face her. "I've been your friend all my
life. This isn't just about school. Did he call today? Did something
happen?"


"No. That's the problem, Case.
Nothing has happened." I closed my eyes and fought back tears. No damn way
I was crying another tear over a man. "My mom was right. Guys are
assholes. Jackson cheated on me, and this guy can't even touch base with me for
four damn days after spending the night promising me the world."


My tone must have been harsh because Casey
flinched twice during my rant. She handed me the bag and gave me a sad smile. 


"I wish I had an answer. Eat those
cinnamon twists. They'll make you feel better for a few minutes at least."
She reached up and brushed my hair behind my shoulder. "I just didn't get
a vibe that Easton was an asshole. He honestly seemed like the opposite."


"Oh yeah? How so? I'd love to move
from borderline hating him back to remembering why I agreed to dinner last
Sunday night." I snatched the bag from her and pulled out a twist, shoving
half the thing in my mouth and calming quickly thanks to the sugary goodness of
it. I glanced at the clock, realizing that I hadn't eaten in the last ten
hours. No wonder I was bordering manic. 


"Well, he didn't get upset at the
airport when you knocked him over, and then bumped heads with him, which was
entirely your fault." She laid back on my bed and propped her feet up.
"He took you to a great restaurant our first night in Miami and kicked
some robber-dude's ass in the dark alley for you." 


"True." I took another bite and
nodded, hoping that she would keep going. 


"He took care of me when I got hurt
and carried me all the way to the clinic, remember? He didn't have to do that,
but he did."


"Yeah, and he kissed me at the clinic
and then told me that he wasn't looking for anything long term. Like I'm a slut
that's going to spend the night with him and expect nothing but a good lay from
it." I growled and shoved the last cinnamon stick in my mouth. 


"Um, you did sleep with him, and it
was you that pushed him away, left him in a hot tub, treated him like shit at
the club until he was willing to help you make Jackson jealous, and I'm pretty
sure you left Miami without a word to him." She shrugged. "If we're
counting asshole moves, you're winning, my bestie."


My phone began to ring. I turned to see
who was calling me, but left the phone alone. I hated unknown numbers, and if
it were anyone important, then they would already be in my contacts. 


"I get it, okay? I'm just struggling
with all of this." I licked at my fingers and turned as the phone dinged.
Whoever it was left a message. 


"Then dump him and get it over with,
or go all in and shut up about it. He's perfect for you, and he's put up with a
torrential amount of stuff for a guy who doesn't deserve any of it. So you have
baggage, Viv. We all do. Fuck Jackson for ruining your future, but Easton
doesn't deserve to lose the chance at something great with you because of
Jackson. Does he?" She moved to the edge of the bed. "I love you, and
I'm telling you to let this go. He didn't call for a reason. Ask him why. Pull
it out of him."


"Alright. You're probably
right." I ran my sticky fingers through my hair. 


"I always am. Now, see who left us a
message."


"What are you, my agent now?" I
grumbled at her and turned my back to her to listen to the message. The woman's
voice was curt and professional. 


"Hi, this is Sherry Jackson. I'm the
assistant to Jon Williams at Wilmington and Branch. We've received your
application, and Jon would like to schedule an interview. If you'd like to call–”


I stopped the message and turned to face
Casey as my mouth dropped open. 


"What?" She asked. "What is
it? Good or bad?"


"Really good. That was Wilmington and
Branch. They want to give me an interview." I squealed and jumped up,
bouncing on my feet like a ten-year-old. Casey joined me and we danced around
the room until she jerked me to a stop. 


"Wait. Who are these people?"


"Easton's company." I beamed.
There was a chance that I could get a job with him and be beside him instead of
having to watch him leave town all the time. Nothing could have dented my mood.
Fate was alive and well, and even if I didn't believe in her, she sure as hell
seemed to believe in me. 


"Oh wow. Did he set that up?"


"No. I applied myself." I
pressed my hands to my mouth. "Oh no. You don't think that he'll think
that I was being too forward or stalker-like, right?"


"What? No way. That's the dumbest
thing I've ever heard. He'll probably see it for what you meant it to be. A new
opening for a career and the possibility to be with him more. Can you get your
jobs lined up to travel together?" She yelped. "Oh my God! Wouldn't
that be insane?"


"Yes, but I need to get the job
first."


"You need to go to the interview.
Call them back."


"They didn't leave a number." I
turned back to the desk and realized I'd cut off the message in the middle of
it playing. "Wait. I think I cut it off early."


I replayed it and motioned for Casey to
get me a pen and a piece of paper. I jotted down the number as excitement
rushed through me. I needed to tell Easton what I'd done, but I'd rather do it
face to face. 


"Call them back!" She wrapped
her arms around my shoulder and squeezed. "How exciting, Viv. Your first
interview for your dream job."


"Yeah. It is." I smiled and read
the number a few times before letting out a long breath and calling. The woman
was professional and nice, and the interview was able to be scheduled for later
that day. 


*****



 

             I sat in my car for twenty minutes,
trying to still my racing heart as I sat outside of Wilmington and Branch's
main office on Times Square. 


"Just stick to the script. You've
gone through your education and know the ins and outs of it. You can tell them
that you know Easton, just to keep things on the up and up. He's a good friend.
No, he's my boyfriend." I growled. They would get the wrong impression
possibly if I told them that Easton and I were dating, but I couldn't lie. I
hated liars. 


Getting out of the car, I worked to still
my thoughts and pulled out my phone, deciding to text Easton and wish him a
safe flight home. I told him to call me the minute he got in, and that I missed
him horribly. 


Some part of me was still a little angry
and wanting to be reserved, but Casey was right. The scale was vastly tilted in
favor of my being a jerk, and yet he'd still called the minute he'd got back
into New York from Miami and taken me to a beautiful dinner. 


I smiled as I walked into the building and
stopped at the front desk. "Hi. I'm here to see Jon Williams of Wilmington
and Branch."


"Of course. Take the elevator to the
twelfth floor and his assistant, Sherry Jackson, will help you out." The
woman smiled brightly.


"Thanks." I turned and walked to
the elevator as I smoothed down my dark blue business suit. My hands wouldn't
quit shaking no matter what I did, so I was just going to have to go with it. I
could lay out a disclaimer to the guy that I was scared to death. Hopefully he
would remember his first real job interview and go easy on me. 


I rode the elevator up with a crowd of
people and got off on the twelfth floor to find a motherly-looking secretary
who stood as I walked toward her. 


"You must be Vivian Hall?" She
extended her hand. "I'm Sherry Jackson. Nice to meet you. Jon's ready when
you are. Just knock once before going in."


I swallowed hard and turned, gripping my
portfolio under my arm as if it might fly away any minute. I glanced back at
her and she gave me a slight nod. 


"Just knock. He's a great guy. You'll
love him. We all do." 


"Okay," I whispered and knocked
on the door. 


"Come on in." A loud boisterous
voice responded. 


I walked in and gave the handsome older
man a curt nod and extended my hand. "I'm Vivian Hall. I appreciate you
seeing me on such short notice."


"Of course. After reading your
submission, I'm not sure I had much of a choice." He shook my hand and
motioned for me to move to a small table in the middle of the room. "Come
have a seat and let's talk. You should know ahead of time that I brought your résumé
and several others to my top reviewer in the company, and he was more than
impressed with you."


"Oh. Do I know him?" I had an
inkling that he was talking about Easton, but I let him continue. It would be
nice to see what Easton referred to me as with his boss. I was grateful that if
nothing else, it just saved me from having to figure out whether he was a
friend versus being my boyfriend. Here he was saving me again without even
trying. 


"I should hope so. He said that the
two of you were dating." A smile played on the side of Jon's mouth. 


"Easton." I smiled and let out a
short chuckle. "He's a dream."


"I agree, but don't tell him I said
that. Alright. Let's talk about you, Missy. Your submission was the best I've
read in years. Makes my top ten list. Tell me about your studies, your history,
and then your demands for a possible employer."


My nervousness dissipated as Jon and I
continued to talk, and I could see why Easton loved working for Wilmington and
Branch. I answered all of Jon's questions and gave him my thoughts and desires
on everything.


"Well, that's all very doable, and I
like what I've seen thus far. Anything else before we move on to round two of
the interview?"


I lifted my eyebrow, wondering what round
two included. "Just one thing, and it might be a total no-go, but I have
to try."


"Shoot for the moon, honey. The stars
will catch you if you fall. Good place to be." He gave me a smile that
should have been on the big screen. 


"I'm not sure where my relationship
with Easton is going, but I want it to go far. I'd like to be paired up with
him as my mentor and hope that we could be assigned the same areas as often as
possible. I'm very professional, and he is too, but it would be nice, should I
get the job, to spend our down time together." I pressed my hands into my
thighs as my nervousness reared to life again. 


"Something that I would consider, no
doubt. The second part of the interview is hands on. I'll send you to a
restaurant if you have time, and you'll critique two dishes for me, create a
write-up, and I'll review them. Should they impress me as much as your last one
did, the job is yours. The man that you'll be interviewing with next is a great
guy too. You'll like him, and most likely we'll pair you up with him for
training. He's just a better fit, I think."


"Excellent." I stood and
extended my hand. "Thank you again for the opportunity to interview."


"Absolutely. It was a pleasure
meeting you. I'm glad to see you're just as intriguing in person as you are on
paper. Stop by and get the restaurant location from Sherry before you go, and
good luck, Vivian."


"Thank you, Sir." I turned and
walked from the room on cloud nine. Nothing could top the emotional high I was
riding. Well, seeing Easton maybe, but nothing else. 

















 

Chapter
31


Easton



 


 

Excitement and nervousness raged through
my stomach, each fighting for dominance as I waited for Vivian to show up to
the restaurant. Her text from earlier in the day played past my mind's eye over
and over. She missed me. 


"Not nearly as much as I missed you,
baby," I spoke softly to the empty room, wanting so fucking bad to call
her and spill everything. 


Jon was willing to make my part of the
interview a surprise by letting me conduct a portion of it, but now that I was
waiting to hear from either of them, I was going nuts. He should have been done
with the question and answer portion, but he often got long-winded. I ran my
fingers through the tulips that I'd picked up for her and smiled. I wasn't sure
what type of flowers she enjoyed best, but tulips reminded me too much of her
not to pick them up. They had a tough exterior, and yet were beautiful beyond
imagination. 


My phone buzzed and I pulled it from my
pocket, almost losing my grip on it as I fumbled to get it to my ear. 


"This is Easton."


"Hey buddy. She just left here. With
traffic, she should be with you in ten minutes tops." Jon sounded
exceptionally happy. 


"Awesome. So? Did you like her?"
I held my breath in anticipation of his response. 


"Nope." 


I let out a sigh. "Really? Why? She's
perfect for this, Jon."


"I loved her. She's every bit the
talent that you said she was, and damn... Can I just say you are one lucky bastard?
She's a classic beauty. I tried hard not to stare at her too much. She's
breathtaking, though." He cleared his throat. "She's quite into you
from what I could tell. Tread lightly, my friend."


I chuckled as relief flooded me.
"Tread lightly? Fuck that. I'm going all in with this girl. I'll conduct
the interview in a professional manner, but then I'm telling her everything.
She needs to know how crazy she makes me feel."


"Yeah, she does. She seemed like the
kind of chick that could handle you calling ten times a day with your needy
ass, by the way." He laughed again. "I'll let you go. She's in if the
second part of the interview goes well. Give me a write-up and
recommendation."


"Can we travel together, Jon? I
promise to keep things completely professional.”


"Yeah, buddy. She's already asked.
It's part of the stipulation to hire her. She's your travel partner and you're her
trainer, but I expect nothing but the best from both of you."


"And that's what you'll get. Thanks,
boss." My cheeks hurt from the smile on my face. I was glad that no one
was around to see me cheesing it.


"No, thank you. Great job. You saved
the company a huge headache with Kevin, and you've helped me possibly replace
him with a great writer, who's quite capable of stealing the readers’ hearts
like it seems she stolen yours." 


"She has. I'll check in tomorrow.
Night, Jon."


"Night, buddy." 


I hung up the phone and pulled a mint out
of my pocket as a million emotions rolled through me. I wanted to call my mom
and scream into the phone that everything was most likely going to work out,
but I didn't want Vivian to walk in to me losing my shit with my parents. She
would know soon enough just how important they both were to me. The only person
that would take a place above them would most likely be her. 


"Right this way ma'am." The door
behind me opened, and I turned to greet my guest. 


"Thank you." She stopped short
by the door, her eyes widening a little. "Easton."


"Hi, baby. I'm sorry for not calling.
Jon made me promise not to until he worked out everything with you. He's all
about appearing objective. Forgive me?" I took a few steps toward her as
she moved toward me and slid into my arms, pressing her lips tightly to mine. 


I moved my hand into her long silky hair
and brushed my tongue over the crease of her lips, pushing a little as she
opened up to me. Tightening my hands in her hair, I rubbed softly as my tongue
rolled by hers, licking at her flavor and drinking her in deeply. 


"Damn, I've missed you so much."
I pressed my forehead to hers and smiled. "But, right now is about your
interview. Let's get on with it and then we'll enjoy the rest of the night, just
the two of us. That sound okay?"


"Sounds like bliss." She kissed
me once more and moved to the table, sitting down and pulling her phone from
her purse. "Mind if I record this and then I can type it up?"


"Not at all." I sat down across
from her and took her in. "You're so fucking beautiful."


"That's not professional in the
slightest, Mr. Parks." She lifted her eyebrow playfully. 


"Yeah, neither is my raging desire to
crawl beneath this table and lick every inch of you." I licked at my lips
as her face grew flush. 


"Get on with the interview. I have
plans to make this handsome guy I know scream my name." She shrugged as if
we were talking about the weather. 


"Oh yeah? I'm almost jealous of him.
I usually like my women pressed to something, crying out for more. A man
screaming seems a little much, no?" I motioned for the server to come and
save us from ourselves. 


"Tease," she whispered and
picked up the menu. "Do I get to choose what dishes I'm critiquing?"


"Yes, but the house favorites and new
additions to the menu will always be at the top of the list. Choose those and
two additional dishes. If you like the restaurant or are keen on helping
support them, then you choose items that they wish they were selling more of
but aren't currently." I picked up the bottle of red wine between us and
poured us each a glass. "Order for us."


"How do you know what the house
favorites are or the items that they're trying to sell?" She glanced up at
me, her playful sex-kitten expression all but gone. 


"You ask your friendly, neighborhood
server." I sat back as she had a quick but pleasant conversation with the
server. 


She finished up, ordered a handful of
items and turned her attention back to me. "That all sound good to
you?"


"Delightful. I haven't had anything
here that I didn't like." I licked at my lips absently. Her eyes shifted
down to watch me, and my body hardened farther than it already was. "How
was the interview with Jon?"


"Great. He seemed like a good guy. I
can see why you like working for him." She took a tentative sip of her
wine. "What happened to the other food critic that worked alongside you?
Kevin, I think you said his name was, right?"


"He was fired. Piss poor judgment in
lying about testing out a few dishes while we were in Florida. That and a sense
of entitlement. Never bodes well for people like us." I slid my hand
toward her, leaving it palm up in hopes that she would press hers to the top of
mine. 


"I'm not worried about acting rich
and famous." She slid her hand on top of mine, the softness of her skin
leaving my body to ache for more of her. 


"What are you worried about, Viv? Be
open with me."


"Is this still the interview?"
She smiled and glanced around. 


"No. The critique is the interview.
You've won me over completely. I don't even need this additional part, but Jon
does for the company records. The job is yours if you want it."


"I'm worried about falling so far in
love with you that I can't find my way out." She smiled playfully. 


"I plan on making that happen."
I licked at my lips. "Are you excited about the job opportunity? Do you
want the position?"


"Do you want me to have it?" She
wrapped her fingers around my palm as she searched my face. "I applied for
the job to be closer to you, but then I almost felt silly having done it. It
seemed like a stalker-like thing to do."


I smiled. "I mentioned you to Jon the
minute I got back into town. I was ready to throw my weight around with him if
I had to just to get you an interview, but then I felt silly. You're an independent
woman and wouldn't want a man messing around with your future." I wrapped
my fingers around hers and squeezed softly. "I would have hated for you to
see me as a controlling ass."


"Do you want me to work beside
you?"


"More than anything else." I paused
and tilted my head. "Wait. I want that second to one thing."


"Which is?" Her eyes misted and
I got up, pulling her from her seat and brushing my fingers down the silky skin
of her cheek as a tear rolled down slowly. 


"Which is to have you with me. We can
work together, but if it ever interferes with us being a couple, I'll leave or
you can. I want us first, and then this partnership with Wilmington and Branch
a distant second." 


"Good." She turned her face and
kissed my palm softly, captivating me with her soft feminine movements. "I
was so hurt that you didn't wake me up on Monday morning, but I understand it a
little better now."


"I'll not do that again, then. You
only have to tell me when I do something wrong, and I'll correct it." I
brushed my thumb over her full bottom lip. "Can we talk about you moving
in with me soon?"


She laughed and pulled from me as the
first dish arrived and was placed on the table. "Not this soon. I'm
graduating in a few months, so even if I do take this job with you and Jon, I
can't start until late May."


"That's okay. Stay with me at the
penthouse apartment on the weekends when I'm home." I moved to the table
and motioned for her to do the same. "We can work it all out. Do you want
the job?"


"Hell yes." She awarded me a sexy
smile. "It gives me the chance to say that I've tasted the finest foods,
slept in the most expensive rooms, and made love to the most handsome man in
every country."


"You're not sleeping around while we
travel." I picked up my fork and gave her a playful warning look. 


"No? Shame. I was hoping to have you
explore me in every room we stayed in." She shrugged and sighed. "Too
bad really. I'm just starting to get curious about the various ways my body
might feel pleasure."


"Tease," I grumbled under my
breath and picked up my fork. "Describe the salad and record yourself
while you do. I'll hush for a few minutes while you work through this dish,
then we can talk a little more."


"Alright." She looked down at
the dish and back up at me. "Thank you, Easton."


"For what?" I pressed my fork
into a thick slice of tomato, but paused. 


"For believing enough in me when you
barely knew me. For putting up with my drama in Miami and for giving me a
chance at a new life. A life with you." She glanced down and started to
recite the various ingredients in the salad. 


I sat in stony silence, wanting to say a
million things, but knowing better. She was recording, and the cheeky thing
timed her sweet words perfectly. I had no choice but to remain silent. I'd get
her later for it and offer up my own thank you. She'd opened me up in ways I'd
almost forgotten existed. We could spend the night wrapped around each other,
but in the morning, I was taking her to meet my parents. If she thought Jon was
a great guy, she had a huge surprise coming. My mom and dad would blow her off
her feet as they welcomed her into our family. 


I love you sat on the tip of my tongue,
but it wasn't time just yet. I used the rest of my wine to wash it down and
savor it deep inside of me instead. 


She would hear it soon enough from me, no
doubt. Baby steps would take us all the way to the end of our lives, and we
would take each one together. 

















 

Epilogue


One
Year Later


Vivian



 


 

"This is beautiful, Easton." I
glanced behind me to give him a smile for his great choice of resorts. Maui was
filled with beachgoers that time of the year, and there was little question as
to why. The fruits were hanging heavy from the trees, the water cool, and the
sun deliciously warm. 


"I had hoped that you would like this
one." He moved into the room behind me, sliding his hands around my waist
and down to cup my sex as he pressed his lips to the soft skin below my ear.
"I want to try out the bed, and the shower, and the balcony. Remember that
night in Jamaica a while back? I want that all over again."


"Mmmm," I pressed against him
and let my eyes take in the sensual feast of the King's Palace room. The floor
plan was vast and exquisite. It was a good thing that the company was doing
well, and both Easton and I were to thank for that. 


"I'm so proud of you, Viv. You've
done so much over this last year." He licked at my ear and ground into me
again. "Do you like this dress?"


I glanced down at the simple yellow cotton
gown and shrugged. "It's nice and comfy, but I'd not spend money on
another one."


"Good." He walked forward,
pushing me with him until we reached the bar. His grip on my shoulder forced me
to turn, and I knew the look in his eyes before he could say anything. We'd
been so busy with visiting various resorts and hotels on the island that we
hadn't had much time for each other. With the next two days off, he was ready
to spend most of the time naked and working to outdo each other in the sheets. 


He tugged my dress up to my hips and bent
over, pressing his lips to my upper thighs and mixing a variety of wet kisses
with the firm press of his teeth on me. 


"Fuck," I groaned. 


"Yeah. Let's." He moved back up
and pulled his shirt over his head, leaving his firm, tanned chest on display
for me. I'd never get tired of seeing any bit of his skin that he gave me
access to. He pushed at my shoulder and moved back down, licking around the
edge of my panties as he barked his commands at me. "Lay back. I need to
taste you."


I lowered myself to the bar and lifted my
legs before dropping my knees to either side and giving him full access to me.
I'd learned to not only trust him with my heart but with every inch of my body.



He jerked the panties to the side and ran
his tongue up my center as I bucked beneath him. The dark chuckle that left him
moved across my flesh and pressed against my pleasure points. His fingers sunk
deep into me as he worked my clit into his mouth, sucking softly and then
harder. 


"How do you do that?" I arched
my back and reveled in the intensity of his hold on me. My fingers gripped the
edge of the bar as my first orgasm hit and I bent at the waist, a long scream
leaving me. It only seemed to fuel him on farther as he brought me to cum again
before glancing up at me. 


"I love to hear you cum. It's my
favorite part of the day." He smirked and I sat up, pressing my lips to
his as I worked on his zipper. 


"Then don't stop. Your tongue's
magic, but you know what I want." I kissed him a few more times as I
pushed his jeans over his hips and reached for his cock. 


"I know what you want, Viv, and it's
all yours, baby. Forever." He picked me up and scooted me to the front of
the bar before pressing into me. "Like this?" 


I ignored his taunting and shifted to take
more of him into me as he let himself go. It was a beautiful thing to witness
him completely lost to his need for intimacy. He gripped my thighs tightly and
shifted from watching our bodies meet to looking at me in the face. 


His hand slid into my hair and he
tightened his hand on the back of my neck as his lips hovered just above mine. 


"Cum for me again, Viv. Several more
times." He licked at my lips before nipping. 


I couldn't help but follow his command as
he shifted his hips and worked me with longer strokes, his body glimmering with
sweat as I pulled him flush against me. 


"Hold me tightly," I breathed
out.


"Anything you want." He wrapped
his strong arms around me and pressed his mouth to the top of my chest before
licking his way up the column of my neck. His deep grunts combined with the
firm press of him deep inside of me caused the igniting of passion to drive me
over the edge again, and I gripped him with all my might as I cried out against
his chest. 


"That's it. So beautiful, baby."
He brushed my hair back and worked us both through our orgasm, his body filling
mine without concern. I'd gotten on the pill right after we decided to work
toward a future together. It was the best decision we'd made. The need to be
skin to skin when we made love drove us toward the intensity of intimacy that
belonged in each and every day we had together. 


"I love you." He kissed me
softly. "Come take a shower with me. I have a nice dinner planned for us on
the beach if you're up for it."


"I love you, too." I pressed my
cheek to his shoulder and rested against him, not wanting to go anywhere but
the bed. We'd run ourselves ragged over the last few days in Maui, but his idea
of vacation was quite different than mine. Where I wanted to lay around and do
absolutely nothing, he wanted to explore the island and try everything they had
to offer. 


There was no way I would have labeled
myself as a risk taker before. Now, with him, I very much had shifted into
being one.


"A shower sounds great." I moved
back and groaned as he pulled out of me and squeezed my thighs. 


"No time for sex in the shower
though. I have reservations for seven for us." He helped me down and
kissed my nose. "Wear something pretty like this dress." 


I glanced down at it and rolled my eyes
before pulling it off and letting it drop where it wanted to. "Then we
should take a shower separately. You know how much you like touching me in the
spray of the water."


He bit his lip as his eyes moved across me.
"Right. Let's make it quick."


"There's the man I love." I
chuckled and moved toward the bathroom in anticipation of more of him. I didn't
think I could ever get enough. 


*****


           
The warm breeze picked up and pulled at the messy bun I had my hair in,
but I forced myself to enjoy it. The view of the water was breathtaking, and
the intimate grass hut that Easton rented us bobbed up and down in the water
just off the shoreline. 


"There are so many great things on
this menu," I muttered and glanced up at him as the flames from the
candles between us danced as if they were part of the entertainment. 


"Let's get everything then." He
reached for my hand, and I gave it to him. "You realize that we've been
together almost a year today, right?"


I smiled shyly. "I do, but I wasn't
going to bring it up though."


"What? Why not?" His dark
eyebrows pulled together. "Are you too cool to celebrate anniversaries?'


"No. Not at all, but it seemed silly.
And honestly with all of the uncertainty around the actual day that we both
decided to stop being stupid and just get together, I didn't know the
date." I chuckled and tugged my hand from his. 


"This is true. That's why I said that
it's almost been a year. We have more like a week-long anniversary whereas most
normal people have a day." He picked up his beer and took a long drink as
I watched him. 


"I love you. You're so handsome to
me." I sat the menu down and leaned back, wanting a moment to take in all that
we'd been through. The last year had been bliss and nothing more. Our concerns
over me wrapping up school or us traveling together were all worked out without
any major bumps. Casey would be graduating from NYU with her Master’s soon, and
life was good. 


"I love you too, baby. Order anything
on that menu you want, and then you and I are going to dance on the beach. I
have a small band coming out here to play for us." He wagged his eyebrows.



"You do? How fun." I glanced
down as a server in a canoe paddled up to the front of the hut and smiled up at
us. 


"What can I get for the two of you
tonight?" He glanced at me and then back at Easton. 


"Whatever the lady wants, she
gets." He gave me a cheeky grin and sat his menu down. 


"We'll take one of everything,
please." I shrugged and handed the guy the menus as his eyes went wide.
"We'll need a few doggie bags, and no worries. This guy says he's going to
dance the calories off of me when we're all done."


The server chuckled. "We will get
started on all of it then."


"Good choice, baby." Easton got
up and walked to my side of the table, pulling me up. "Let's go dance now.
It's going to take them a while to get all of that prepared."


"I'd love that." I took his hand
and slid mine into his as we walked back down the narrow planks to the shore. “Watch
your step. This thing isn’t anchored to much more than a few cords.”


“You’ll save me. I have no doubt.” I
smiled up at him. “You’re my superhero, remember?”


“And Casey’s, it would seem.” He chuckled
and wagged his eyebrows. I’d gotten over my fear of losing him to other women,
which was much more freeing than I imagined possible. I still struggled a
little from time to time, but he was so good about reminding me that he belonged
to me, and me alone. 


“Don’t make me take out my best friend.
Then you’ll have to go on those long shopping trips to the mall with me that
you hate. Do you want to do that?”


"Hell no. Tell me something though… are
you glad you decided to take the job with me and Jon? Was it a decision that
you would make the same if you could redo it?" He stepped off onto the
sand and reached for me. He wrapped his strong hands around my waist and pulled
me against him as I slid down until my feet touched the sand. 


"Yes. Absolutely. I can't imagine a
more perfect life than this one that we have." I pressed my chest to his
and locked my arms behind his head. "And to think that you almost got cold
feet a million times at the beginning of it all."


He nipped at my mouth playfully. "I
think that was you, but I might be off on the story. I have far too many good
memories that have taken the space of those old ones."


"And we're going to make a lot
more." He leaned down and brushed his lips by mine. The tartness of his
beer was delicious on my tongue as I pressed my way deeper into his mouth and
tightened my grip on him. 


He groaned low in his chest and slid his
hands down my back, cupping my butt tightly as music began to play in the
distance. 


I broke the kiss and smiled. "I love
it."


"Get a room!" A loud, familiar
voice called from behind me, and I turned to find Casey and my parents walking
out from one of the large buildings a little bit in the distance. 


"Case?" I moved out of Easton's
arms as confusion rolled over me. What the hell was everyone doing there? "Mom?"


Easton's parents were the next to walk
out, and beside them were Jon and his wife, Bethany. The smiles on their faces
told me that I was missing out on something. Big time. 


"What the hell?" I muttered as
Easton tugged at my skirt. I turned and glanced down to find him on one knee in
the sand, his smile sexy and yet intensely loving. "No you're not."


"Yes, I am. I've found the perfect
woman for me. I never want to be away from you for more than a few minutes.
Tell me that you'll be my wife. That we can spend forever together." He
reached up and took my hand, bringing it to his lips and kissing it softly as
tears filled my eyes. 


"Yes, of course." I moved into
his arms as clapping filled the air around us. "How did you know we would
have enough to feed everyone?" I asked, my voice heavy with emotion.


"Because I let you order tonight,
baby. You always get enough to feed an army." He kissed my nose and bent
down for a longer kiss, a kiss that would seal us as one forever. 


Click here to continue to my next book.
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Chapter
1


Chloe



 


 

"I honestly have no clue why you're
bitching," Seth grumbled as he flopped down on my roommate's bed.
"I'd give my left arm to spend Christmas in Aspen.”


"That's a lie and you know it."
I turned back to the mirror and ran my brush back through my long blonde hair
as I ignored his jab. He had it far better than any of us, seeing that his
father had not only paid for everything from the minute he stepped on campus at
UCLA, but was willing to pay the school to bend the rules to get him through. 


"It's not. I love skiing and
snowboarding." He sat up and moved to the edge of the bed. His messy blond
hair and regal good looks were the only reason I dated him. Nothing else about
us made sense. He was a meathead jock with a bend toward beer and any game on
TV, while I was a designer, a swimmer, and hated team sports with a passion. 


"I'm talking about you giving up your
left arm." I swirled around in my chair and smirked. "You're going to
be a big football star, remember?"


"Yep, and you'll be sorry you left
me." He shrugged and ran his fingers through his hair. 


"Speaking of..." I wanted to
push the topic of us breaking up, but the last time I did, the poor guy broke
down in tears. It was ugly. 


"Not this again." He stood and
moved toward me. "You know how I feel about us."


"Yeah, but I'm moving on with my
life, Seth. I care about you, I really do, but we're headed in separate
directions. It's been a great ride, though." 


He slid his arms around my waist and
snuggled his face against my neck. "It doesn't have to stop, Chloe. Just
because you're going to your Dad's for a month doesn't mean shit. You'll come
back and we can just pick back up. Let's just consider it a break for
now."


"And, what if you meet someone while
I'm gone?" I pushed at his chest, wanting to see his dark blue eyes once
more before I ejected him from my life.


He chuckled and touched the side of my
face. "Then you're shit out of luck, toots. She's here and you're
not."


I couldn't help but smile. His warped
sense of humor was appreciated, but in all honestly, I hoped like hell he would
meet someone while I was gone. Breaking his heart seemed impossible, but our
time together was over. 


His additional year at UCLA was going to
be good for him, and I had a battle to fight in the middle of the arctic with
my old man. I shivered at the thought of the cold weather before pushing Seth's
hand away. 


"Alright. Get out. I have to finish
packing and catch my flight. I'll see you after Christmas for graduation."


He leaned in and brushed his lips against
mine before jogging to the door. "No falling in love while you're gone.
I'm going to be a big star one day and I need a hot blonde beside me. That's
you, baby doll." He winked and I rolled my eyes. 


There was no way in hell I was going to be
some man's arm candy. I had too many dreams for that drama. 


Yeah, our relationship was over. He could
call it a break if that helped him.


The door clicked closed and I got busy
finishing my packing for the trip. It had been a good semester for a final
semester. My college career was ending six months early because of the classes
I picked up the summer before. I was getting weary of studying and drawing
designs only to have them downgraded and torn apart piece by piece in the name
of education.


I was grateful when the buzzing of my
phone pulled me from my thoughts. School had been a bitch and I was glad to
have it done and over with. 


"Hello?"


"You all packed up?" It was my
sixteen-year-old brother, Parker. 


"I am. Are you coming to pick me up
at the airport?" I pressed the phone to the side of my face and finished
emptying my drawers. The only thing left was a pair of candy panties Seth had
bought as a joke for my birthday – or at least I had thought it was a joke
until he asked to eat them off of me. I rolled my eyes at the thought.


"Hell, no. Dad won't let me drive in
the snow." My brother let out a huff that caused me to smile. Spending the
next twenty-five days with my father was going to be a bit torturous, but
having Parker beside me would make it all worthwhile. 


"So, you're without a car for the
whole winter season? That sucks."


"Parents suck." He chuckled.
"I'm honestly surprised you agreed to this. I know you hate the cold. What
did he offer you?"


I hadn't shared the deal my father laid on
the table with anyone, namely because it seemed ridiculous. "Twenty-five
days in Aspen with you guys for the seed money for my clothing line." 


I zipped up the last bag as my roommate
Jessie walked into the dorm room. 


"Why twenty-five days?" Parker
asked. 


"No clue. I think he's hoping that I
find my love of the freezing-ass weather and want to stay up there to run his
clothing line."


"Or to add to it. It's good, but it ain't great."


"Ain't
isn't a word," I corrected him and sat down on my bed as Jessie plopped
down next to me, her lips turned down in a frown. We had been together for five
years in our dorm room. Leaving her was the hardest part of leaving school,
without a doubt. 


"Leave your grammar in Cali and bring
your wicked cooking skills. I'm as thin as a rail and the ladies seem to like
the beefy guys. Help?" 


"That I can do. I'll see you soon. Love
you."


"Hey," my brother's voice was
nothing more than a whisper, making him sound all of eight years old. 


"What?"


"I got some new Mortal Kombat games. You're up for an ass whooping, right?"


I laughed loudly. "You're so going
down, buddy. Someone needs to teach you how to treat a lady."


"Bring it, old woman." He
dropped the call and I slipped my phone in my back pocket.


The men in my life were comical, if
nothing else. 


"You all packed?" Jessie
released me and stood. 


"I am. How about we grab a burger and
then hang out on the beach tonight? One last adventure before I head off to the
Arctic?"


"It's not that cold, Chloe." She
breathed in deeply and looked around the room as if expecting someone to just
pop out of the nothingness. "Was Seth here?"


"Yeah, trying to talk me out of going
or into taking him with me." I pulled my hair into a high ponytail and
stopped by my dresser, grabbing my debit card and slipping it in my pocket.
"You smell his cologne?"


"The people in the next room over
smell his cologne." She opened the door and moved back, holding it for me.
"You think you guys will survive this break?"


"Nope, but he said if he found
someone I would be tough out of luck, so hopefully that’s the case. Maybe I’ll
find someone, too." I walked to the end of the hall and turned as confetti
exploded from the open door just behind us. 


Jess laughed as she jogged past me.
"You're going to miss all the parties around here. The holidays are so
much fun." she pulled her keys from her pocket and held them up.
"I'll drive."


Memories assaulted me as we walked to her
old Honda. I hadn't been to see my father for Christmas break since coming to
Los Angeles five years before. He had a tradition of spending December through
the end of January in Aspen, Colorado, which my brother loved. I hated it. As a
kid, I would live in front of the fireplace for two months, waiting for the
minute we could rush back to Arizona. 


No friends, no family, and nothing but a
little brother and bitchy father to keep me company during those times. It left
a sour taste in my mouth. The minute I arrived in the warmth of southern
California, I was lost to it. No more going to the snowy mountains and
pretending to love it. Living a lie was a part of my past. Hopefully. 


We got in the car and Jessie tried to turn
on the heat, but I playfully popped her hand back. 


"It's perfect here. Don't waste your
gas." Her parents were dirt-floor poor and she'd made it through college
on various scholarships and several jobs. I tried to help out where I could,
but Jessie Miller was proud, if nothing else. 


"It's freezing in here!" She
started the car and pulled out into the busy streets that ran up and down the
campus. 


"Girl, you don't know what freezing
is." I glanced toward her as my heart constricted in my chest. "Come
with me to Aspen? It's going to be so damn lonely without you."


"What?" She looked over at me
and smiled. Her dark chestnut hair was a mess, like it always was. She was warm
and loving, the kind of friend that no one deserved and everyone wanted.
"No. I'm going to see my parents. My little sisters would never forgive me
if I didn't come home for Christmas."


I let out a short sigh and turned to watch
the lights of the city grow dim as we headed south to San Diego. It would be a
bit of a drive, but it was one the two of us made often. 


"You'll have to tell them why I'm not
there this year." I crossed my arms over my chest and pulled my legs into
the seat with me. "And, save me some of your mom's fruitcake."


"They're going to be hella disappointed." She wrinkled up her nose.
"You don't actually like that crap, do you? We all thought you were just
being nice. Even Mom thought so."


I laughed, unable to help myself. "I
like tart things. It's tart."


"Yes, we know. It will pucker your
mouth up like you've sucked on a lemon." She sucked her cheeks in and I
rewarded her with a giggle for her efforts. 


"I'm not at all looking forward to
this trip. My father and I haven't been close since Mom died."


"Then, maybe now is the time to start
working on your relationship with him." She reached out and squeezed my
hand. "He's the only parent you have, and he obviously wants time with
you, right?"


"I guess. He's forcing it on me. Who
does that?"


"Someone who has no other
choice." She gave me a knowing look, and I grumbled under my breath,
repeating her words like an unruly child. 


She laughed and turned onto the freeway,
rolling her window down and nodding to mine. "Go ahead and do it. I know
you want to."


"Really?" I rolled it down and
sat up in my seat. Jessie hated the wind in her hair, but I couldn't think of a
better way to live. 


"What if all of this was part of the
master plan?" she asked. 


"What, my Dad dangling a carrot on
the end of a string to get me to Aspen for the winter?"


"Yes. What if you meet the man of
your dreams and fall madly in love?” She gave me a girlie look and I gagged
dramatically. 


"The man of my dreams? He would have
to be sexy, sweet, funny, and have a knack for fashion." I shrugged.
"Probably not happening – ever. I'll just settle eventually like most
people do."


"A knack for fashion?" She
laughed and snorted. "What man has a knack for fashion, and while we're on
the subject, what the hell is a knack?"


"He exists. I know he does." I
shrugged and slipped my hands under my thighs. "My father has a knack for
fashion. His ski and snowboard line sells pretty well. With a better color
palate to pull from, he could double his profits, but I've told him that until
I'm blue in the face."


"So, tell him in a different way.
Maybe if he sees you in action as a designer yourself, he'll start to respect
your opinion a little more. You're still just his little girl. Prove to him
that you've grown into an independent woman."


"Why are we talking about my father?
Back to the man of my dreams."


She chuckled and nodded. "Yes,
continue as you were."


"I want him to be built more like a
quarterback than a linebacker, tall, and impossibly handsome."


"So like Seth?"


"Yeah, but brown hair and warm brown
eyes. A great laugh, too. Seth's laugh is horrible and seems so fake to
me."


"Agreed. He does that shit to get
attention. All the football guys do." She tapped the steering wheel as a
good song came on the radio. "And, he has to like your family."


"Good luck on my Dad, but my
brother...yeah. He has to be a good role model, too. Not a drunk or someone who
sluts himself out, you know?"


"I think it's okay if he did that in
his past, but not now. We're all stupid in our adolescence."


"I wasn't." I gave her a pompous
look and stuck my nose in the air. 


"You still are like that." She
popped me in the shoulder and I laughed. 


I loved a good dark beer and a party as
much as the next girl, but sleeping around was out. 


"The plan is simple. I'm going to
spend December with my Dad, mostly focusing on my little brother, and when it's
all over, I'll have a zillion designs drawn up for my clothing line and the
money to get rolling on it."


Twenty-five
days with my Dad and the money for my company will be mine. I can do this.


"Then, you'll come back home to
us?"


"To you. Yes."


"Not Seth?" Jessie glanced my
way. 


"Why are you so concerned about
Seth?"


"I just think he's a good guy and you
should be careful with his heart. I know he's head over heels for you."
She shrugged. 


"He wants a trophy wife, Jessie. I'd
never be okay with that. I want a partnership with passion. Someone who can
support my dreams and still follow their own, too."


"You don't think that's Seth?"


"Not at all. He wants me to support
his dreams and smile for the cameras. Ain't
happening." I huffed. 


"Ain't
isn't a word." She laughed and jerked out of my reach as I swatted at her.



"I love you. I'm going to miss
you." I squeezed her shoulder as she turned, her eyes full of tears. 


"Me, too, but this is going to be
amazing for you. I can feel it deep down inside of me."


"And, will I return to you after
Christmas, oh seer of the future?"


"Absolutely not. You'll be in love
and sold on the cold."


"Possibly. Perhaps. Nope,
never."


We laughed and enjoyed the silly banter
that continued between us through the rest of the night. I would go to Aspen
and play my father's absurd games until the time came for me to get back on a
plane and return to my life. There was nothing I could possibly find in
Colorado that would change my mind. 


Not even love. 

















 

Chapter
2


Finn



 


 

A subtle movement beside me in the bed
caused me to wake and shift over to my side. The pretty brunette from last
night was watching me in a way I would quickly categorize as stalker-ish. 


Great.
Another one.


"Morning, baby," she purred
softly and reached out, rubbing her fingers down the side of my face.


"Hi, beautiful." It wasn't a
lie. She was breathtaking, but it was muted due to her incessant need to talk
about herself. I knew every moment from her childhood, her sex life, her
dreams, aspirations, favorite color, hobbies, past lovers...you name it, I knew it. Getting my ass up and out of her house was the
first thing on my list of things to do. 


Unless she wanted to fix me breakfast. 


"What are we doing today?"


We?
Shit.


"I actually have to go to work in
about," I lifted my head in search for a clock, "an hour."


"Let's go have breakfast somewhere
and then after you get off, we'll go shopping or something." She scooted
close to me, pressing her breasts against the side of my chest and ran her nose
over my earlobe. "Sound fun?"


Ummm...no.



"Let's have breakfast here and then
I'll call you when I get off. My hours are a bit odd, thanks to my boss being a
dick." I failed to mention that my old man was my boss. Never seemed to
impress women too much. 


In my twenty-seven years of whoring around,
I’d learned that there were few things that turned a girl off than a full-grown
man still tied up with his family. Seemed odd to me, but that's the conclusion
I'd come to. It saved me from a lot of awkward situations thereafter, though. 


A woman who got too needy or wouldn't let
me be? I could just tell them I lived at home with my Daddy and worked
shoveling snow for him for a living. Nothing like real life to turn a girl
around and have her gathering her shit from the floor as fast as possible. 


It wasn't right, but it was what it was.
They took what they wanted and I got a moment of warmth out of the deal. 


"Yeah, okay." She slid her hand
down my stomach and cupped me in her hand, squeezing softly. "Let's have a
little fun before we cook together."


"Oh, baby. You got me all
wrong." I rolled away from her and got out of the bed, walking to the
bathroom. "I can't cook worth a damn and sex in the morning isn't fun at
all. I need a nap after the way I fuck. Not happening today."


I slipped into the bathroom and locked the
door behind me before starting the shower. Turning and leaning against the
counter, I examined the dark circles under my eyes and let out a long breath. 


This life was getting old, yet it was the
only one I knew. No woman wanted a man like me. Not for the long-term. 


I shoved my depressing thoughts out of my
head and got into the shower, enjoying the hot spray far more than I deserved.
I'd spend another night with the pretty girl in the other room just for a
chance at another shower like this one. If she could cook, I'd definitely be
calling her after work. Besides, she was only visiting Aspen and would be gone
in a matter of days. Problem solved. 


The handle on the door shook and I ignored
it. If she came in, she'd want more sex, and while I wasn't one to pass up a
good romp in the sheets, I needed to eat and get my ass to work. 


My father's business was booming, which
was somewhat expected. We'd lived in Aspen my whole life and we knew just about
everyone. Shoveling snow was a necessity for anyone who wanted to go somewhere
and those with money subcontracted out that type of hard labor. I was grateful
for the opportunity, but as the years flew past me, I realized how much more I
wanted in my life. 


It was getting there that was the problem.



I toweled dried myself and wrapped a big,
fluffy, white towel around my waist before walking back out into the bedroom.
Tiffany or Terri or whatever her name was walked into the bedroom and pulled me
close, sliding her fingers through my wet hair and leaning in to kiss and lick
at my mouth. 


I took hold of her and gave her a kiss
that had her sagging against me, pawing at my towel. 


"I want more," she murmured
against my lips. "Call in sick. Please?"


"Nope. Not even for something as cute
as you." I squeezed her pert ass and moved away from her, working to get
my t-shirt on before finding my jeans. "We having cereal?"


"No. Turkey bacon and egg
whites." She smiled like she'd created something incredible from scratch. 


I tried not to show my disdain. Besides, being
rude wasn't at all my style. Nefarious? Wicked? Yes. Rude? Hell no. 


"Sounds delicious." I dropped my
towel and she moved over, reaching around me to stroke my cock a few times
before pulling on it softly.


"Let me taste you one more time,
Finn. Then we'll eat." 


I glanced at the clock and let out a short
sigh. "Yeah. Alright. One more time, but only because you need it. You
need it, right?"


"Yes. So bad." She moved to her
knees and leaned in, taking me in her mouth as she slid her hands up my thighs
and latched onto my hips. I was a big guy, but she seemed to have been with a
few of us. Her moans filled the air as I hardened. She picked up her pace, and
I groaned loudly. 


"Good, you eat and I'll get mine in a
minute." I stroked her hair and closed my eyes as heat rose deep in my
belly. 


My phone buzzed and I hated to stop her,
but my Dad was an asshole without reason. To give him one just meant my life
would be hell for another day. 


"Hold up, baby girl." I pulled
away from her as she pouted. 


The text was from my old man. He needed me
in early and wanted me to grab donuts for the guys. 


"Shit." I grumbled and reached
for her, helping her to her feet and kissing her once more before tugging my
jeans on. "They need me in now. I'll call you tonight."


"Give me your number and I'll text
you today."


"Nope. I'd be hard all day. Not
happening." I popped her ass and jogged for the door. "Thanks for
last night. Best night of my life."


"Me, too!" she yelled after me. 


I grabbed a piece of turkey bacon from the
plate on my way by and spit it out in the yard before chucking the rest out in
the large, snowed-over parking lot at her place. 


"Disgusting. Turkey bacon? What the
hell is that?" 


I got in my truck and turned on the radio.
I wasn't interested in commitment. It never turned out well for me, anyway. Sex
was all they were getting and all I was asking for. 


Don't like it? Fuck off. 


* * * *


"You're late." My father looked
up from his desk in the back of the warehouse. 


I lifted the bags of donuts and shrugged.
"You asked for breakfast and told me to come in an hour early."


"That doesn't change the fact that
you're late. Go drop those off in the kitchen and hand out schedules for today.
Then, come see me." 


He handed me a stack of schedules. Each
guy would be given two or three locations to shovel or plow, and if they got
done early, they just called in for more. My dad glanced back down, and I stood
there for a minute more before turning and doing what was asked of me. 


My dad’s dark hair was buzz cut and his
eyes dark blue, which made him look like a military man with a kiss my ass
attitude. It was pretty close to the truth, and he was a good looking old guy,
but he never dated. My mom had been dead for over 10 years, and where I still
missed her, he was still lost in the pain of losing her. I had tried a million
times to set him up with some of the middle-aged women in the town. They were
more than willing, but he wasn't. Shame, really. 


"Here's your donuts and your
schedules, you bitches." 


I walked into the break room and got a
warm reception. It was the food, no doubt. My father had ten to twelve guys
working for him – some of them friends of mine from high school, but mostly
transients. 


The majority of my friends had gone to
college or off to the military, but as my father's only child, I figured he
needed someone he could trust to help run his ever-expanding business. Too bad
he didn't seem to like me most days. 


"Hey, donut boy." Cliff, one of
the older guys, walked up and extended his schedule toward me. "I'll pay
you fifty bucks to switch me schedules. I need to use a mover today. Pulled my
back out yesterday working on that damn tree Martha gets every year."


I tugged the schedule from his fingers and
gave him mine as I growled. "Damn. All of these are shovellings."


"Yep. Sucks. Being the new guy on the
crew means kissing a few asses to get a decent schedule. I'm not an ass kisser,
so welcome to my world."


"Not sure my dad would want your ugly
lips on his ass anyway." I laughed as he popped me in the chest. "Keep
your money, old man. I'm good right now."


"You sure, Finn? I don't mind paying
for the switch."


"Naw. It's
good. You have three kids at home and it's almost Christmas. Use that on them.
I'm alright right now. Honestly." 


He patted me on the back, and I grabbed
three donuts and a napkin before returning to my dad's office. 


"You want one?" I lifted my hand
to show two of the donuts hanging from my fingers. 


"No. I want them both." He
reached out and took them, giving me a wicked smile and shoving a whole one in
his mouth. "Sit."


"Shit?" I asked, tilting my head
to the side. 


"No. Sit," he mumbled around the
donut and reached for his massive mug of coffee that went wherever he did. 


"No shit?" 


I sat down and smiled, unable to help
myself. It was rare for my father to be in a good mood, and he wasn't that
morning, either, but I'd take anything I could get. 


"Did Cliff talk with you?"


"Yes, Sir. I switched with him."


"And, he's paying you to do that,
right?" My father lifted his eyebrow. 


"He wanted to, but I'm good. He's got
kids at home, and I don't mind the manual labor. Keeps me in shape for the
ladies." I rubbed my chest and wagged my eyebrows. 


"You moved out two months ago and
have had to borrow money each month to make your rent. You need to stop being
so damn nice and start getting paid for all of these favors, Finn. A real
businessman makes money, not gives it away."


I nodded. "I know, I just couldn't
take it from him. I'll pay you back. I'll pick up a few extra days on the
schedule."


"That'll work." My father
glanced down before looking back up at me like he had something else to say. 


"What?"


"You spending Christmas at the
house?"


"Of course, Dad. I'll be there on
Christmas Eve and that morning. Don't expect nothing big, though. My boss is a
stingy mother fucker." I stood up and leaned over, rustling some of the
papers on his desk. 


"Get out of here. Pain in my
ass." He kept his face turned down, but I could see the hint of a smile on
his lips. It made my day. 


I stopped by the supply room and stole a
pair of thick gloves and lifted three shovels from the bin that held them
before walking back out into the freezing cold wind. We'd had a great snow a
few days back, which was kick ass for the slopes and the tourists, but for
those of us who worked and lived on the big mountain, not so much. 


"Be safe out there, Finn," Milly
called to me as she walked out of the front door of the warehouse. 


My dad's secretary would have made him a
perfect girlfriend, but he saw her as a business associate and nothing else.
The woman was beautiful, with long blonde hair that she braided down one side
of her shoulder and big blue eyes. Her body was a little on the thick side, but
curvy and feminine. If she wasn't twenty years my senior and so good to my father,
I'd have already taken her to bed. 


"Yes, ma'am. Take care of my father?
Make sure the old bat eats something healthy today."


"Will do, baby. Just be safe."


I smiled and climbed into the truck. I had
to find a way to get them together soon. Milly was starting to grow restless in
life and would do what most women who didn't get what they wanted did...she'd
leave and find it elsewhere. That would be a huge loss for my father. 


I popped my cellphone into the hands-free
device and hit the button for my best friend Brian before turning on my lights
and windshield wipers. The snow had started to fall again, which would make for
a long and painfully cold day. 


"Hey, buddy. Why are you calling me
so damn early? Not all of us work our asses off for a hot meal and warm body to
sleep next to." 


I shook my head at the bastard.
"Right. I forgot that some of us sleep with men in suits to make millions.
Remind me next time you've got your head up some old guy’s ass and I'm fucking
the hottest thing in Aspen – who's got it better?”


"Point taken," Brian laughed.
"What's up? You wanna grab a beer tonight?"


"Maybe tomorrow. I have a full
schedule today and had a long night last night."


"Did you score with that Terri
girl?"


"Was that her name? I kept having to
call her baby because I couldn't remember. Embarrassing." 


I turned down a long back street that had
more snow than I should have been able to traverse through, but having done it
all my life, it was nothing new. 


"Man whore."


"You know it." I pulled off into
the driveway and left the truck running idle. "Are we getting together
with the guys next weekend?"


"Yeah. Jared's bachelor party is
here, remember? They fly in Saturday morning, but he's gotta
go see his folks for most of the day. Let's plan on taking him to the club that
night. Play a few games with the old bastard.”


I chuckled and realized that we were
likely to never grow up. "Sounds like a plan to me. I'm going to win, but
you know that."


"I do, but Jared doesn't. Let's let
him be surprised at how well you've honed in your sexual prowess."


"Sexual prowess? You're starting to
sound like one of those suits you wear." I chuckled. "Besides, I'm
still shoveling snow for a living. I need the right woman to sweep me off my
feet and pay for my shit."


"Naw,
you're just in a slump, buddy. You're going to keep saving up and when the time
comes, we'll get your resort up and running. Don't let the dream die. They
happen to be one of the only free things in life."


"Ski resorts?" I teased him. 


"No. Dreams, you bastard. I'm going
to go live someone else's now. See you later."


"Later." 


I hung up and got out of the truck as the
wind slammed against me. I wasn't living a dream, but a nightmare. Thankfully,
it only lasted eight hours a day. 

















 

Chapter
3


Chloe



 


 

My alarm decided not to go off the next
morning, which had me running around our small dorm room like my butt was on
fire. Jessie worked to help me get things together, but between the two of us,
I was still going to barely make my flight. 


"I'll take you. You can't take the
car, anyway." She opened the door and pulled the largest of my suitcases
out into the hall. 


I manhandled the other three somehow and
growled under my breath as hip hop music filled the hall. 


"Why did we have a whole bottle of
wine last night? Who thought that was a good idea?" 


I moved behind her as fast as I could,
luckily only stumbling over my luggage three times, but never actually hitting
the ground. 


"Chloe! Where are you going?"
Three girls from the cheerleading squad moved out into the hall behind me. 


"Home for the holidays. You guys have
fun."


"We will!" they yelled in unison
and I had to force myself to return their enthusiasm with a big smile. 


"Wine is good for the heart,"
Jessie mumbled and moved out of the building, holding the door for me.
"Maybe it was just supposed to be a glass, but just think, we're all good
now for at least a few weeks."


I smirked and flinched thanks to the sharp
pain that laced my skull. "I'm praying I get a seat next to a businessman
who reads the paper the entire time."


"You in coach or are you flying with
the wealthy today?"


"First class. You know how my father
is." 


I loaded my stuff in the trunk and got in
the car as quickly as I was able. Wine had never been a good choice for me, but
it was Jessie's favorite, so I had relented the night before. The queasiness
that sat in the center of my stomach reminded me why I should have denied her. 


"Are you excited about seeing your
brother?" She got in the car and pulled out of the driveway before punching
the gas. I buckled quickly and gave her a wide-eyed look only to get a laugh in
response. 


"Yeah. He's a total gamer, but I was
when I was younger, too. I still play with him, but no one knows that."


"Your secret is safe with me."
She winked and nodded to the Starbucks. "Want a coffee?"


"No, my stomach is killing me. We're
never going to make it in time, are we?"


"Nope. Might want to let your dad
know." She pulled into the Starbucks anyway. "I need something if
we're not in a huge rush."


"Get me a peppermint hot chocolate
and I'll pay." I handed her my card. She knew better than to combat me on
it. My father had enough money to go around and the majority of my monthly
budget went untouched. Therefore, I paid – a lot. 


She ordered while I dug my phone out of my
purse and took a deep breath. Calling my father for something good was hard,
but having to tell him I hadn't met his expectations in any way, shape, or form
sucked horribly. 


"Chloe. What's wrong?" His voice
was deep and filled with parental sternness. 


"Missed my flight."


"How is that possible, seeing that it
leaves in forty minutes?" 


"My alarm didn't go off, Dad. I set
it and of course on the only day this week that it mattered, it didn't
work." I pressed my fingers to my forehead and closed my eyes. The last
thing I wanted to do was start an argument with my dad over the damn alarm
clock, but no doubt we were quickly headed that way. 


"Then you should have set two alarms.
The flight won't wait on you. It's called being responsible. These things cost
money." His tone darkened, leaving me feeling like a child again. 


"I'll pay for the flight
change," I spoke through clenched teeth. 


Jessie reached over and squeezed my hand,
mouthing, “It’s okay. Just breathe.” 


"With what money, Chloe? Your card is
linked to my account. You're not working, remember?"


"I'll see you when I get to Aspen,
Dad. I'll text Parker just before I get on whatever flight I end up on. Thanks
for understanding. Hugs and kisses." I hung up and turned my phone on
silent as anger burst through me and tears filled my eyes. "Why the fuck
am I even going there?"


"Because you need to see your brother
and this is going to be a great way to get starter money for your
company."


"I don't want his money. He's going
to be up the crack of my ass the entire holiday and then he'll tell me why I
have something else to prove before he cuts me the check." I took my drink
as Jessie extended it to me. "And you know what else?"


"Tell me."


"Him
investing in my company is a horrible idea. That means he has some kind of
control over it. Over me!" I was being overly dramatic, but I couldn't
help it. The bastard had been nothing but a thorn in my side and a constant
whisper over my shoulder that I wasn't good enough. 


"Take a deep breath and drink your
hot chocolate. This is a win-win situation and your dad will always be the kind
of guy he is."


"He didn't use to be." I reached
up and wiped at my tears, thankful that I had no makeup on due to my lack of
time to apply it. "When my mom was alive, he was..." My throat
tightened and I shook my head. "Never mind. I don't want to talk about
this."


My mother's death had changed us all, but
having happened so long ago, I would have thought we could all move past it
enough to reconnect as a family. Parker and I had, but my father was an island
to himself. 


"Maybe it's time to forgive each
other and help him start dating again. It's been eight years since you lost
your mom?"


"Yeah. I was sixteen." I wiped
the back of my long-sleeve t-shirt across my face. "I don't even know if
he's dated anyone."


"Maybe he's bitter, Chloe." She
offered me a kind smile, and I nodded, hating the painful emotions that raged
through me. 


"Maybe. I'm grateful for his money,
but I think I'm just so pissed that he has nothing else to offer." I sniffled
and leaned back in my seat, unsure of what to think about the upcoming events
that had the power to change my life. "He's all I have, you know?"


"I don't know, but I'm here for you.
Find the fun and the good in this trip, okay? I know you, and if nothing else,
you're a positive person."


I nodded again and closed my eyes, laying
my hand on top of hers and trying to steel my resolve to be the bigger person,
no matter what. 


* * * *


"I'm sorry about your situation this
morning, Miss Burke." The pretty flight attendant glanced up from her
computer to me and back down again. 


"It's my fault. I should have set two
alarms, I guess." I shrugged and offered the woman a warm smile. 


"No. These things happen to us
all." She pressed her finger to her lips and clicked a few buttons on her
keypad. "We have two more flights today. One leaves in three hours and the
next around five tonight. It's a late flight, which you might not want, but
it's up to you."


"A three hour wait or a nine hour
wait? I'm going with the three hour." 


I pulled out my phone to text my father,
but decided against it. If something happened, God-forbid, and I had to text
him again, he would blow a gasket that was likely to hit me all the way in
California. 


"Sounds good. I'll change your ticket
and we'll see you at gate B-25 in a few hours. Let’s get your bags checked in
for the new flight, then you can go grab you a good book and try to
relax." 


She handed me the new boarding pass.
Getting my luggage checked in was a nightmare and a half, but everything had to
get out of the dorms. They closed down during the week of Christmas for
cleaning. Besides, I was done at UCLA, anyway. My time there was over and I was
on the road full speed ahead to growing up. 


The thought was exhilarating and
terrifying all at the same time. 


I took her suggestion after getting
through security. A romance novel and a Snickers bar would be more than enough
fun to get me through the short wait. My father would be angry, but he would
get over it. Besides, there would certainly be something else to stoke his
angst over before too long. Nothing I ever did was right. How anyone worked for
him was beyond me. 


I checked my phone again as I slumped down
in a cold plastic chair and saw that I had a few texts from Jessie and one from
Seth, but nothing from my dad. That I expected him to start caring any minute
about how it might feel for me to be stuck at the airport alone was stupid. I
was a grown-ass woman, as he had reminded me many times over the last few
years, and honestly, he was right. I was twenty-three and had a Master’s
degree. I'd say that was pretty much grown. 


After spending the first hour trying to
get into the romance novel and not getting anywhere, I pulled out my small
sketch pad and let out a long breath. I needed to work on a few new designs for
my spring line that I wanted to kick off my new venture with. I let my eyes
wander around, taking in the styles and color palates of the better dressed females
walking through the airport and let my mind explode with options. 


My fingers scribbled furiously as I
sketched out three new tops and a short summer dress that would only do well in
warm weather states. 


"Attention all United passengers on
Flight 2543. We're looking for anyone who might take a two-hundred-dollar
voucher to move to the five o'clock flight. We're a packed flight today and we
have a standby passenger who's in need of getting home. If you're willing,
please come visit us at the desk."


"Nope," I muttered and turned my
attention back to my drawing. 


Someone dropped down in the seat next to
me with a loud sigh and I glanced over at the young guy appearing to be
nineteen or twenty. 


He looked my way and nodded.
"Hi."


"Hi." I returned to my project,
not wanting to start a conversation with a stranger. I didn't like half my
friends and most of my family. Strangers were definitely out. 


"That's pretty." He leaned a
little closer as his dark gray eyes moved across my sketch pad. He was
attractive, but in a rock star sort of way. The tats on his arms were done in
various colors, some of them beautiful and some not so much. He had to have let
a drunken friend do a few of them. 


"Oh. Thanks." I set the pad down
in my lap and turned to him, resigning myself to a short conversation.
"You heading home for the holidays?"


"Trying to." He lifted a can of Sprite
to his lips and took a long drink. "My parents are in Maine and for some
damn reason, I'm supposed to stop through Colorado to get there. I've been bumped
from the flight, so it looks like a long afternoon."


"Sorry to hear that." I crossed
my legs and glanced down at my sketch pad, not really sorry at all.


"Yeah. That call they put over the
intercom was for me."


That got my attention. "Why are you
so desperate to get on this next flight? Are the connector flights all booked
up if you don't make this one?"


"There's that, and the fact that my
mother is going into emergency surgery at seven tonight." He shrugged,
turning his gaze away from me. 


"Oh. That's not good." I didn't
want to dive into her personal business, but he was leaving me little choice in
the matter. 


"She's been battling cancer for the
last two years, but I guess it's metastasized. She's not doing well." He
reached up and pressed his fingers to the bridge of his nose as my heart ran
cold. 


His story was a little too similar to
mine. 


"I'm so sorry. Maybe this surgery
will be exactly what she needs." My phone buzzed and I lifted it to my
face to read the text, grateful for the momentary break. 



 

Dad: The change in flight was $200. I'll
add that to your ever-expanding tab.



 

"How much was the voucher for someone
willing to go later?" I moved to the edge of my seat as the desire to do
something good left me overwhelmed. 


"Two hundred dollars, but it’s okay. I'm sure it will all get worked out."


"Watch my stuff." I got up and
walked up to the podium, sliding my ticket across to the flight attendant.
"I'd like to give up my seat to that guy over there and I'll take the
later flight."


"Are you sure, Miss Burke? You were
scheduled on the earlier flight and are already going to be arriving
late."


"I'm sure."


"It's first
class and the next flight only has coach."


"That's okay. I don't mind at all.
Just apply the voucher to the fee you charged my father for me missing the
first flight. Less for me to hear about later," I laughed, feeling good
about my decision. 


"The fee has been waived, and we'll
just give you the voucher for your kindness."


"Oh no, I don't want it. Apply it to
the guy over there. Give him a break. I'm blessed as it is." 


Her smile was filled with warmth as she
nodded. "Will do. Merry Christmas."


"You, too." I walked back over
and reached out, patting the stranger on the hand. "It's all fixed. You're
in my seat and the drinks are free. If you look as young as you are, no asking
for one."


He sat up as tears filled his eyes.
"Are you shitting me?"


"No. Merry Christmas." I smiled
and turned back to my drawing, letting out a yelp as he pulled me into an
awkward side hug. 


He had thanked me ten times by the time
the flight was called. I didn't think it was appropriate to tell him that his
story echoed mine, but it was a good reminder that the world didn't revolve
around me. It was a lesson I wished my Dad would learn. 


* * * *


"Tell me why the hell we're picking
you up twelve hours later than we should have been," My father barked at
me as he loaded up the back of the SUV with me beside him. Parker was already
in the backseat, obviously not wanting to hear the fight that was sure to
happen. 


"Some guy's mom was dying. I gave him
my seat." I turned and walked to the passenger side door and got in. 


"Everyone dies, Chloe." My dad
got in and gave me a stern look as he buckled up, letting out a huff. 


"Yep, but it's nice to get to hold
their hand as they go. The airport waived the fee, so that's one less thing for
you to pop a vein over." I dug in my purse, hoping to avoid the daggers he
was throwing my way. 


"Time is money. We've been waiting
around all day."


"Sorry." I shrugged, looking
like the apathetic teenager he expected me to be. 


"Right. Thanks." His tone let me
know that the conversation was over, and I was relieved to have it as such. 


The ride home was tense, but the minute we
arrived at my father's large log cabin, excitement sprouted in my belly and I
couldn't wait to check out the rooms and snuggle up with my brother. 


"I'll help Sis get the bags out of
the car. You're going to be late if you don't get going." Parker leaned up
between our seats and patted our father on his arm. 


"Right. You guys order take-out and
have it delivered. I'll be back late tonight." He put the car in park and
glanced over at me. "We're glad you're here."


"I’m
glad I am, too, Dad. Thanks for the ride." 


I got out of the car and moved to the
back, helping Parker with my stuff as Dad stayed in the comfortable warmth of
the car. It was freezing outside and the winter wind blew violently, forcing my
teeth to start chattering. 


"Why do you have to always egg him
on?" Parker grabbed two of the bags and hauled them to the large ornate
house. 


"Me?" I grabbed the rest and
walked to the house, knowing my father would close the hatch. 


"Yes. He's trying." Parker
stopped and typed in a code at the side door before opening it and struggling
through with my stuff. 


"Trying? Is that a fucking
joke?" I muscled the rest of the stuff in and closed the door, pausing to
breathe in the vanilla and cinnamon scent that reminded me of home. 


"You know he has a hard time around
Christmas." Parker turned and pinned me with a stare, which lasted two
seconds. His lips turned up in a smile and he moved around the bags, pulling me
into a tight hug. His lanky arms were finally taking shape and his voice was
much deeper than it was the last time I'd seen him. 


"We all do," I whispered and
buried my face against my brother’s chest. He had to be a foot taller than me,
his last growth spurt astounding. 


"Forget about Dad and everything
else. Order something from Jerry's and meet me in my room. I'll get everything
set up. You're up for a night of ultimate gamer, right?"


"Hell yes." I kicked off my
shoes and pulled my hair down before moving toward the phone. "Where is
Dad going, anyway?"


"A date..." my brother called  as he disappeared down the long hallway that
lead to far too many childhood memories for me to forget anything, least of all
the need for my father's attention. 

















 

Chapter 4


Finn



 


 

The day moved by faster than I imagined
possible, and I arrived at my last location an hour early. I'd have to call
Brian back and take him up on the beer. Spending too much time alone left me
with my thoughts, which was never a good thing. That or call Terri to see if
she were up for a long night of passion. 


"You deleted her number, dumb ass,” I
growled and walked to the door, knocking loudly three times and moving back. 


The pretty redhead that came to the door
smiled seductively. "Wow. What are you selling? Cause
I'm pretty sure I'm buying."


I chuckled and shook my head. "You or
someone you live with already purchased it, so no selling happening here. I'm
Finn, from Warner Removal Services. Just wanted to let you know who I was so
you didn't worry over some random dude shoveling your front yard."


"Well, thank you, Finn from Warner
Removal Services. I'm Katie and we're just renting the house for the upcoming
weekend. I'm from Florida." She glanced out past me and shivered. "I
thought this would be far more fun, but it's hellaciously
cold."


"That's winter in Colorado, ma'am.
Well, don't let me bother you. I'll get this done and come back for payment
later." I winked at her and figured with a little bit of flirting, my
night would be filled up quite nicely. 


"What forms of payment do you
take?" She bit at her lip in a way that would have made me blush as a
younger man. Women were a dime a dozen and it seemed vacation left them horny
and far more willing to sleep with some random local than the might otherwise
be inclined to do. It was good for me, so I wasn't complaining. 


"Well, the invoice is payable by
cash, check, or card." I licked at my lips and let my eyes run down her
curvy frame. "If you’re wanting to help a poor guy like myself warm up,
then a cup of coffee and dinner at Killingers in town
would be perfect."


She beamed and I couldn't help but smile.
Her thick red hair was silky looking and her blue eyes accented her
heart-shaped face beautifully. Even as cute as she was, she wasn't at all my
type, but truth be told, I wasn't sure there was a woman who was. I'd never run
into anyone that I'd fallen over myself for. I could appreciate the beauty
found in each woman I encountered, but in the twelve years of slutting around in Aspen, I'd never made the first move. I
hadn't had to. 


"I'd love that." She clapped her
hands together and moved back into the house. Her tank top and sweats didn't
seem to be thick enough to withstand the cold air blowing in from around me. 


"Good. I'll see you shortly." I
started to go, but stopped and pressed my hand to the door. "How old are
you, Katie?"


"Twenty-three. You?" 


"Same." I winked and turned,
walking back out into the yard and shoving my hands in my pockets. I could pull
off anything down to twenty-one, but sleeping with a girl under twenty was out.
There was a hard lesson learned a few years back that most girls seemed less
needy as they aged. I was far happier sleeping with women in their late
twenties and thirties, but it was rare to find one that wasn't already taken. 


She's
out there... I just need to find her. 


* * * *


I wrapped up the job and stopped by to let
Katie know that I was going to run back by the warehouse and clean up, then I'd
come pick her up. She wouldn't have any of it. 


"I'll just go with you." She
grabbed her purse and worked to button her white jacket. The fur hanging from
the top of it let me know quickly that she was rich – or her family was. Strike
one. 


"If you insist." I took the
check she offered and scanned the place, looking for other family members.
"Your folks out?"


"I'm here with friends this weekend.
They're skiing this afternoon, but I wasn't at all interested." She
slipped her arm into mine and smiled up at me. "You ready, handsome? I
have some memories to make."


I smirked and held the door open for her.
"Well, if you put it that way, then of course, I'm ready. What better way
to live forever than in the memories of a beautiful woman?"


"Awe." She glanced back as we
walked to the truck. “That was crazy sweet. Why aren't you taken?"


"Haven't found the right woman
yet." I opened the door for her and helped her get in. 


She tugged me toward her and leaned in,
brushing her lips against mine and giving me a sexy smile. "Maybe you just
did."


"Maybe so." I pulled her down
for a longer kiss, enjoying the smell of her perfume in combination with the
taste of peppermint on her tongue. 


She was a little breathless when she moved
back and pushed at me. "Let's go or I'll cancel our dinner plans and just
eat you."


"Yeah, because that makes me want to
leave your side of the truck." I shut her door and walked around the
truck, worried that this girl might be a little too much. She wanted to make
memories and be someone's someone. 


Strike two. One more and I'd be ditching
her, though she was a good kisser. I bet she'd had plenty of practice. Redheads
always were the wilder ones in the bedroom. I hadn't had one in a while,
either. Maybe letting her slide by on some of the silly shit I was keeping up with
in my head would make for a better evening. 


I let out a breath I'd been holding and
got into the truck. 


"So, tell me about this place you're
taking me to for dinner."


"Killingers?
It's home-cooking. So you have beef, chicken, or fish, and a few southern-style
dishes like they would serve in Texas or someplace like that, I guess." I
shrugged and pulled the truck into her cleared driveway before backing out and
heading back to the shop. 


"You're incredibly handsome,
Finn." She reached out and brushed her fingers down my arm. "You work
out?"


"I do, but this job keeps me in shape,
too." I reached up and turned on the heater before taking her hand and
entwining my fingers with hers. It was going to be damn hard to keep my
concentration on the road if she moved from petting my arm to my leg, which
seemed to be where her line of sight was resting. 


"I'm really surprised you're not with
someone. Don't you live here?"


"I do." I focused on the road,
figuring that she would start talking about herself or her friends sooner or
later. Women seemed to need to fill the silence around them, like giving anyone
time to think was a bad thing. 


"I'm just surprised. My friend
Krissy...she has this guy friend who's wicked hot like you, and he..."


I tuned her out, nodding where it seemed
appropriate and throwing in a “really” from time to time. By the time we pulled
into my dad's warehouse, I was getting a slight headache. 


"Stay here, pretty girl. I'll keep
the truck running. I'm just going to clock out and grab a different
shirt."


"Sure, but change in here. I wanna see you." She bit her lip and smiled as I
released her hand. 


"Naughty. I like you already." I
got out of the truck and slammed the door before jogging up to the open bay
door. I rolled my eyes at the silly situations I got myself involved in and
moved to clock out. 


"It go okay today?" My dad's
voice was gruff behind me. 


"Yeah. Got a date out of the deal and
got done early. I'd say it was a good day." I clocked out and pulled the
checks and receipts from my back pocket. "Here's this stuff."


He gave me a look as he took it from me.
"Why can't you use the damn bank bag I gave you? You're a mess, boy. You gotta grow up."


"Really? I like the thought of never
growing up. Like Peter Pan and shit."


My dad rolled his eyes and turned, walking
back into his office without another word. 


"Right," I mumbled. "Love
you, too, Dad. Great talk? Yeah, great talk."


I jogged down the long hall and walked
into the men's locker room, stripping my sweaty clothes from my body and
jumping in the shower for a quick scrub. I dressed as fast as possible, almost
losing my footing and slamming into the lockers with my ass hanging out of my
jeans. That would have been enough to have the other guys tease me for the rest
of the year and all of the following one. 


Checking myself in the mirror, I nodded.
"Good enough."


My jeans, t-shirt, and leather bomber
would work for the date I had planned, and if things went off without a hitch,
I'd be out of them before too much longer. Katie seemed like a girl who wanted
to eat fast and then move onto the main course: me. 


* * * *


"Dinner was good, hm?" I took
Katie's hand as we left the restaurant, ready to get the rest of the night
started and leave. The girl had bitched through the entire meal, unsatisfied
with everything they brought out, and making the poor girl waiting on us miserable.



"It was okay." She shrugged and
snuggled in closer to me. "You want to go back to my place or yours?"


"Yours, if that's okay." I
smiled down at her. 


"Yeah. I'd love to show you off,
anyway." She giggled, and I kept my comments to myself. It was girls like
her that left me wanting to write women off completely. I wasn't a piece of
meat to swing around like some fucked up accomplishment, though my dad would
tell me that I set myself up perfectly to be just that. 


What man turns away sex? One with more class
than me. 


"Are we sharing me tonight?" I
opened her door and she jerked back as if I'd slapped her. 


It was almost comical. Almost. 


"No." She moved to get in the
truck and stopped. "Are you hoping that's going to happen? Because it's
not. If I'm not enough woman for you, then just drop me off and we can end the
date now."


Her mood turned from friendly and
energetic into cold and unyielding. 


"I'm a one woman, man, baby. Besides,
I was just teasing you, silly girl." I popped her ass and helped her into
the truck. 


"Oh. I'm sorry." She fussed with
her hair and turned her attention to the small mirror hanging above her head.
"Silly me."


I closed the door and walked languidly in
the snow back to my side of the truck. Some part of me wanted to keep walking,
find a park bench, and just rest, but it was the same part of me that hoped for
love. Seemed like no one in our town really fell in love. Plenty of people came
to visit with loved ones, but finding love in a transient town? Not likely. 


I got in the truck and turned the music up,
only to have her change the station. I started to tell her not to touch my
shit, but decided it wasn't worth the fight. It was five minutes back to her
place and the song wasn't too bad. 


When we pulled up, she got out of the car
without waiting on me. Her energy seemed to have spiked again and she was
practically bouncing on her toes. 


I got out and followed to the door as she
said, "I want you so bad."


"Oh yeah?" I glanced down at her
and wrapped an arm around her shoulders as she fumbled with her keys and opened
the door. 


"Fuck, yes. You're like every girl's
wet dream." She turned and pulled me into the house before kissing me
hard. 


The sound of giggles caused me to untangle
myself from her. "Let me grab a glass of water, and I'll meet you in your
room. Which one?"


"Third one on the left." She
turned her attention to the two girls in the kitchen, who were sharing a bottle
of wine. "Look what I found shoveling snow in the yard. Can I keep
him?"


They laughed, and I smiled as if their
taunting didn't bother me. I stopped by the sink and picked up a glass from the
rack as I glanced at the other two. 


"Ladies."


"Sexy snow shoveler."
The blonde one smiled and popped my butt before running down the hall toward
her friend. 


"Hey, I don't know you, but you look
too much like my older brother not to say something."


I filled the glass with water and turned
to the third girl. "What's that?"


"Katie has herpes, so make sure you
have a condom. She doesn't tell guys and that shit gets on my nerves. There's
no cure for the disease." She shrugged and turned from me. "Don't
tell her I told you. Just consider it a warning. Most guys don't care."


I sat the glass down and pursed my lips. Herpes? Fuck. 


"Yeah, I'm out. Tell her my
grandmother called while I was standing here. Thanks for the head's up." I
jogged to the door as the girl called after me. 


I didn't stop until I made it to the
truck, which of course wouldn't start. I hit my hands on the steering wheel and
closed my eyes for a moment, trying to think through what to do. Calling my dad
seemed the easiest and most efficient way to get out of the shit storm that was
headed my way if Katie came out of the front door. I hated lying, yet it was
part of the deal. A true whore knew how to lie and do it well. 


The house was only a half a mile from
where I lived, but it was insanely cold. The sound of a door slamming caused me
to duck. I peeked over the edge of the window to see Katie and one of her
friends walking toward me. They were yelling at each other. 


I tugged the keys from the car and moved
along the floorboard to the other side. I opened the door and slipped out,
barely shutting the door and being thankful for the lack of light thanks to the
moon hiding somewhere. 


I jogged down into the woods beside me and
didn't stop until my legs gave out just before reaching my house. Pressing my
back to a large pine tree, I looked up at the starless sky, wondering what the
fuck I was doing. 


There was so little I loved about my life,
and yet I was the only one able to change it. 


"That's it. No more whoring around
until after Christmas. Twenty-five days. No sex unless I find the girl I want
in my life and not just my bed." 


I pressed my hands to my face and let out
a long breath. I'd been with four to five different girls a week. Not sleeping
with someone for twenty-five days was a little harsh, but something had to
give. I couldn't keep living the way I was. I needed a change. Something to
shake up my world and set me on the right course. 


I needed a good woman. The right woman. 


"Easier to find the abominable
snowman out here," I grumbled and jogged across the street toward the
house. 

















 

Chapter 5


Chloe



 


 

There were several things I'd learned
while staying in Aspen over the last week. Firstly, my father seemed to be a
complete man whore that had a new date every night of the week. I was surprised
more by his nonchalant attitude about it when I finally brought it up on a
morning at the breakfast table. 


"So, you're dating." 


He glanced up from the paper and sat his
coffee down. "I am. Why?"


"I don't know. Just seems
weird." I shrugged. 


"Am I supposed to be alone
forever?" His eyebrow lifted sharply. He was a handsome man, his salt and
pepper hair leaving him looking distinguished and important. He was built like
a basketball player, strong and tall with taunt muscles and a healthy
complexion. 


"No, Dad. I've just seen you with
five women over this last week. I'm just a little surprised." 


"I'm not willing to commit to anyone
until I find the right woman. It's simple, really." He picked his paper
back up. 


"Right, but are you just taking them
to dinner?"


"None of your business." He
ignored me and turned a little, making sure I knew that the conversation was
officially over. 


I picked up my plate and walked to the
sink, unable to help myself from making one final remark. 


"I'm just saying that if some guy was
trying me on for size with a one night stand, you'd be pissed." I walked
back to my brother's room, hoping to find him awake, but willing to raise the
dead if not. 


The second thing I learned was that my
little brother was capable of growing tall and muscular on nothing more than Cheez-Its and gummy worms. He hated me for it, but I'd been
cooking over the last week and had forced him to eat a square meal for
breakfast, lunch, and dinner.  


Other than hanging out and playing video
games, the week had been spent drawing new designs and Skyping with Jessie.
After ignoring Seth for a few days, he got the hint and stopped trying to
communicate with me. Part of me missed having someone who wanted to spend time
with me and seemed genuinely interested in my day, but it was all a ruse. Seth
wanted a blonde robot that moaned when he said moan and sat quietly most of the
rest of the time. 


We'd been in more fights about his caveman
mannerisms than I had time to analyze. 


I knocked on Parker's door and smiled at
the deep grunt I got. 


"I'll assume that's a 'come on in,'"
I said as I walked in and pressed my fingers to my nose. "It smells like
sweaty balls in here."


He chuckled and snorted before throwing a
pillow at me. "Then, get the fuck out! It's like ten in the morning. The
sun's not even out."


"That's because we're in the middle
of a winter vortex. This sucky-ass place you and Dad stay at every Christmas
has to go. Let's start a new tradition. We could go to the Bahamas or Miami.
Somewhere warm." I plopped down in a chair next to Parker's bed and tugged
a remote from underneath me. 


"Christmas isn't supposed to be warm.
What's the matter with you?" He sat up, his brown hair a wild mess.
"You grow up and all the fun gets sucked right out of you. Tell me what
age it happens at, so I can be on the lookout. I refuse to give up on being a
kid."


"I'm still a kid, too." I threw
a dirty sock at him, smacking him in the face with it. 


He chucked it back and flopped back down.
"Not even close. You fixed broccoli and Brussel sprouts this week.
Definitely adult food."


I laughed, unable to help myself. "I
need to get out of here today. It's Saturday. What's there to do?"


"Lots, but it would require you to
get out into the snow." He rolled over and I got up, pushing at his back
until I shoved him from the bed. He hit the floor with a loud thud before
jumping up and running after me. 


I hauled ass into the kitchen and ran
around my father, shoving him in between us as Parker attacked the other side
of him. 


"Hey! You guys are too old for this.
Cut it out."


I turned my dad with a tight hold on his
pockets, forcing him to become a shield to fend off my brother. "Not
happening, Dad. He's after me and you're my only hope."


"Luke...I am your father." My
brother gave his best Darth Vader voice, which only opened me up to the worst morning
breath in the universe. 


"Go brush your teeth, Parker. That's
disgusting." My father jerked from us and walked to the sink, turning once
to give us a disgusted stare. 


"That breath could melt wax,
dude." I pushed at his head, and he walked back down the hall grumbling. 


"What are your plans today,
Chloe?" my father asked with his back to me. 


"I'm going into town to look around.
I wanted to check out your clothing line and see what other shops in the area
are up to. I thought maybe I could make a few suggestions seeing that you paid
big bucks for this degree I now have."


"You will have. You don't have it
yet. Grades haven't come in for this final semester. I checked." He turned
toward me and crossed his arms over his chest. "And, I don't need anyone analyzing
my products. The line is selling well. Spend your time figuring out which
products you plan to sell. Before you
get a penny, all of them will have to go through me. I'm not investing in
anything I don't think will sell."


"You're investing in me, remember?"


"I'm still reviewing the designs.
Conversation over."


"No, it's not. That wasn't part of
the deal. Staying here for twenty-five days was all that you required of me.
You're not reviewing my designs because you're a winter wear guy. These designs
are for warm-weather climates and beach vacations."


"And, there are a million of those
companies already doing well. Find a niche and become the businesswoman you're
capable of being. You’re limiting yourself, and I'm not okay with that."


I lifted my hand and walked back toward my
room. "I'm packing up and leaving. You lied, which shouldn't surprise me
at all."


"Chloe Ann Burke. Stop right there,
young lady."


I paused out of what little bit of respect
I had left for him. 


My brother slipped his head out of his
room, his eyes wide. "You're in for it, now. Is your middle name even
Ann?"


I rolled my eyes and turned to face my dad.
"What?"


"You're not going anywhere, but part
of this deal is us agreeing on what products you're going to sell. I'm not
going to lay down an iron hammer, but you are going to have to share them with
me. Stop being a child."


"Right." I turned and walked to
my room, slamming the door and working quickly to get dressed. A pair of jeans
and a cute sweater, and I was out the door. 


My father's SUV was gone and Parker was
busy playing video games from what I could tell. I texted him that I was
heading into town and would be back later. 


My dad was an ass and would change the
rules any way he needed to in order to fit his own agenda. I knew that coming.
Now I just needed to figure out how to deal with it. 


Proving my worth and talent was at the top
of the list. He saw me as a child. Jessie was right – I needed to show him the
talented designer I'd become. Then, he would listen to me. 


"First stop, Burke's Outdoor
Wear."


* * * *


I was milling through the large ski and
sportswear store that my dad owned when my phone buzzed. It was a number I
hadn't seen in a long time. 


"Cindy?" I picked up and smiled
as I moved toward the snowboards and paused in the middle aisle. 


"Hey, Chloe! I was praying this was
still your number. How are you?"


"Wow. I'm great. My God, it's been
like six years, right?"


"Since before college, but yeah. I've
been traveling the world with my family, but we're finally back. I wanted to
see where you were. I know your dad usually made you guys go to Aspen during
this time of the year, but wasn't sure."


"I'm here, girl. Hating every minute
of it."


"No, you're not, but either way,
that's great news. You remember Janet and Kinsey, right?"


I rolled my eyes and nodded my head.
"Remember by best friends from high school? Of course, I do, silly. I
spoke to Janet around March this last year. Funny how growing up means losing
touch with people that you thought would always be in your life.”


"Well, they're in Vail right now, and
I've got a layover in Aspen tonight. I just realized that I should call you
guys to see if you're up for getting together."


"Tonight?" I glanced at my
watch. It was only ten, which gave me plenty of time to finish my shopping, get
home, and get ready before they showed up. 


"Yeah. I know it’s
short notice, but if I can get the others to make the trip down, you think you
want to meet up? Does your dad have an extra room I can stay in?"


"I'd love to, and of course. I'll get
a room ready for you. Need me to get you from the
airport?" I turned and followed a cute guy with shoulder-length hair and a
great ass. 


"No, just text me the address. I'll
have the others meet us at a restaurant of your choice. Sound good?"


"Perfect. I'll see you later." I
hung up and texted the address, not realizing the hottie
I'd been staring down was now standing in front of me. 


"Heya. How
goes it?" He reached up and ran his fingers through his hair, looking
awfully young now that he was closer. 


"It goes. Love the hair. It's a good
look for you." I smiled and turned to pull a shirt off the rack. 


"So, um...you new
here?" He moved up beside me as I lifted the shirt up and turned it around
slowly. 


"This would be so much better in a
muted blue, right? These bright colors must shine against the white of the snow
and blind the fuck out of everyone."


He laughed and extended his hand.
"Daniel. Nice to meet you."


"I'm Chloe. Nice to meet you, too.
You ski?"


"Snowboard, but I can tear up some
shit on a pair of skis, too. You?"


"Nope. I'm a California girl."


"I should have guessed." He
smiled, and I lifted an eyebrow. "I mean with your tan and pretty blonde
hair. You just look like a typical beach babe."


"Thanks? I think." I laughed and
put the shirt back before walking through the store as the cute guy tagged
along. 


"Definitely a compliment. We should
get a burger sometime together." He moved to open the door for me and I
nodded. 


"Yeah, sure. Give me your number and
I'll text you."


He extended his hand. "Give me your
phone and I'll put it in there."


I handed it to him and let my eyes scan
the other shops in the area. Something inside of me wanted to be like everyone
else. I was completely out of place in the busy mountain town. My clothes were
a perfect ringer for someone who hit the slopes, but I was a fake at best. 


He handed the phone back and smiled.
"Nice to meet you, Chloe. Call me and I'll show you around."


"Okay. Thanks." 


I put the phone in my pocket and walked
over to the elaborate hardwood lodge just next door. The skis were half off for
the afternoon on rentals and the bunny slopes showed light traffic. I rented a
pair and put them on before changing my mind. 


I was stuck in Aspen for at least two more
weeks and staying in the house would be the death of me. I needed fresh air,
sunsets, and waves, but sun, snow, and wind would have to suffice. The lifts
were located at the back of the lodge and after finally making my way through a
crowd of rowdy teenagers, I moved out into the wintery outdoors.


I walked awkwardly to the next lift and
almost made it to the stop where the lift would swing in and pick me up before
my ski caught on something. I flew forward, letting out a yelp as my head was
projected to smack against the large rock in front of me. 


Someone's strong hands reached out and
caught me, pulling me back. 


"Whoa. Shit. That was close. You
okay?" He released me and I turned and let out a long sigh. 


"Yes. Thank you so much. I haven't
skied in forever. Now, I remember why." 


My eyes moved across his handsome face and
butterflies resurrected deep inside of me, the moment almost a little too much
for my practical mind. 


He was clean shaven, but his chestnut hair
was a little disheveled and cheeks were red like he'd been out there all day.
His warm brown eyes moved around my face and the sexy smile that lifted his lip
caused my heart to skip a beat. 


"Here, let's take this one up
together. If you fall from the lift, you're going to have more trouble than
snow in your pretty blonde hair." He laughed and reached for me. 


I moved back a little, but gave him a
smile. "I'm good, but thank you. I really appreciate you saving me."


"Really? You sure?" He lifted an
eyebrow as if shocked that a woman would refuse him. He had playboy written all
over him in ten different colors. 


No
thanks.


"Yeah, but have a great day." I
moved to the lift and took the older man's hand who was helping people get on. 


"Good thing old Finn was there to save
you. That might have been ugly." The guy laughed and helped me onto the
lift. 


Finn called from below, his hands over his
mouth and his eyes full of promise. "That's not fair; you have my name and
I don't have yours."


"Just call me baby." I laughed
at the look on his face. I'd known a lot of playboys in my day, and when they
didn't remember your name, you just became baby, or honey, or sugar. 


Dime
a dozen. 


















 

Chapter 6


Finn



 


 

I was just being kind by reaching out and
saving the clumsy girl in front of me, not thinking anything of it. It was my
first day off in weeks and hitting the slopes was all I could think about. Not
being with a woman for a week had left me grouchy and depressed, but a promise
was a promise. 


What I hadn't expected was the falling woman
to steal my breath when she turned around. 


Her blonde hair was long and hung in wavy
lengths just above her perky breasts. Sun-kissed skin and sea-green eyes with
long eyelashes and incredibly kissable lips – she was everything I enjoyed
physically about a woman. Probably dumb as dirt, but I'd leave shortly after
the sex so we wouldn’t have to talk much. 


I swallowed hard and offered to ride to
the top with her as my heart beat against the inside of my chest in a way it
hadn't before. It had to be withdrawals. Twelve years of holding a different
woman every night became a nasty habit after a while. I was addicted to being
wanted like some guys were to the bottle.


It's
just a girl. Slow your roll. No women for twenty-five days.


When she refused my offer, it was a slap
to the face. There had been very few women in my past who hadn't jumped at the
chance to do something with me. It was shocking and refreshing. It caused a
fire to ignite inside of me. She would be a challenge, if nothing else. 


She got on the lift as Jerry, the old man
who owned the thing, gave the girl my name. He winked at me and I rewarded him
with a smirk, calling out to her and asking for her name in return. 


When she'd called herself baby, I knew I
was in for a treat. She was either a player herself or had guys like me figured
out. Either way, I wanted to know. 


I jumped on the platform and got on the
next lift as Jerry chuckled. "Good luck, son. She's not interested."


"I'm glad she's not." I wrapped
one arm around myself and waved as she looked back at me. She might not think
she was interested, but she was. If not, I'd subtly force it to happen. 


It seemed like forever by the time we made
it to the top and she was quick to hop off and move toward the bunny slopes. A
chuckle left me at the thought of her learning to ski and I realized that I had
to tread lightly. My usual attack wouldn't work on this girl, at all. She had a
man or had been broken by one. Either way, her unwillingness to give me the
time of day meant something was up. 


"Couldn't be me." I shrugged and
internally rolled my eyes. When the fuck had I gotten so cocky? 


I dropped off the lift and moved toward
her, calling out with my hands around my mouth. "Baby. Wait up."


Several people from the bunny slope line
turned and smiled like we were a cute couple and she was leaving my ass in the
snow. She turned and put her hands on her hips, narrowing her eyes, and making
my cock twitch at the dominance in her gaze. 


"I'm not your baby, and I don't need
your help." She kept her glare locked into place and some part of me
expected it to fade, but it didn't. She was serious. 


"Well, if I knew your name, I
wouldn't have to call you by a common nickname for lovers." I shrugged and
moved up behind her. "You know my name. Give me yours."


"And then, you'll hop off? I'm not
interested." 


She let out a soft sigh, and I worked like
hell to keep my eyes on hers and not take in the rest of her beautiful face. I
wanted to memorize her, but I hated it when people did that shit to me. I was
standing on the other side of the situation for the first time in my life – and
it was thrilling. 


"Yes, but if you're trying to learn
to ski, I'm a local and there are much better bunny slopes around the back side
of this mountain. I would be more than happy to help you learn. Nothing else.
Promise." I held up my hands and gave her my best innocent expression. 


"I'm Stacy, and I'm not buying that
face for a second." She shook her head. 


The smell of strawberries and vanilla
filled my senses and I stifled a groan at the sweet smell of her shampoo. I
glanced behind me and pointed to the narrow passage that would lead to a little
bit of privacy. 


"Well, Stacy, which isn't your name,
at all," I looked back at her and winked, "if you can get through
that narrow passage, I'll show you a secret slope that honestly will help you
much better than what these guys are going to do."


"Nothing else? No phone number, no
see you around and then you stalk me?" She lifted an eyebrow. 


"Nope, so giving me your real name
would be good. If I need to call out to you, you ain't
responding to Stacy."


"Ain't
isn't a word." Her hand dropped from her hips and she shook her head.
"Okay on the teaching session, but I only have an hour. So cut to the
chase and save your flirting for someone it might work on."


I reached out and took her hand, helping
her to the opening in the mountain and squeezing in behind her as I let her go.
She had to be the most naturally beautiful woman I'd ever seen. If she were
wearing makeup, she hid it well. 


"So, California or Florida?" I
asked and moved up beside her, offering my hand. 


She slapped it as if we were exchanging a
greeting. The smirk on her face caused my stomach to tighten. I had to have
her. The cocky bitch needed a man like me for the night, and she would bring me
back down to reality, if nothing else. 


"California, and my name is
Mindy." She winked, and I chuckled, unable to help myself. 


"Alright, Lindy."


She turned and growled softly.
"Mindy. You've already forgotten my name. You should switch to baby or
hun."


"How do you know that trick?"


"I go to school at UCLA. Man whores
are a dime a dozen." She positioned herself at the top of the slopes and
glanced over at me as I flinched from her comment, without meaning to. "Oh,
I'm sorry. I was just teasing."


"Sorry about what?" I deflected
and nodded toward the slope. "Alright, so let's try this little one first
and we'll move up. I'll go right beside you should something happen. You skied
at all before?"


She watched me for a second, analyzing
something about me, but I didn't ask what. Two could play her game. 


Man
whore…


It was a proud badge to wear, as most guys
would know. Only girls seemed to use it as something derogatory. 


"As a kid, I skied. Up here,
actually." She turned and bent her knees a little before pulling her
glasses into place. "How long have you lived here?"


"All my life, baby." I winked at
her and moved up beside her. "Take it slow and if you need me, well, you know
my name. Let's hope I don't need you."


She chuckled and lifted her pole, smacking
me in the chest with it. "It's Chloe and stop being so damn cute. I'm only
here for a few weeks. I don't sleep around, and I'm only looking for a friend.
Be nice and I might let you put in an application."


"Ha! Who said I want to?" I
pushed off and she moved up right beside me as the wind blew around us. 


Her voice was sexy as hell and filled to
the brim with confidence as she responded. "Oh, you want to."


I did. Badly. 


We made it to the bottom of the circle and
I pulled her to a stop, seeing that she didn't seem able to figure out how to
slow herself. 


She turned toward me and reached out,
taking a hold of one of my arms as she wobbled a little. 


"Wow. What a rush." She turned
and looked back up the mountain. "I love it. Let's do it again."


"You skied as a kid, but you don't
remember how to stop yourself?"


"It's been a long time. I much prefer
the beach and the heat." She turned back to me and smiled before reaching
up and brushing something from the side of my cap.


Her nearness stole my breath and for the
second time in the hour I felt light-headed over this woman. I needed her
number, needed to figure out something I could offer her that would have her
taking up another one of my afternoons. 


"You only have an hour. We can do
this two or three more times and then we need to get back." I pointed down
at my skis and turned both of them inward. "Do this to stop, okay?"


"Okay. I'll try it this time, but
stay close just in case." She licked her lips and looked back up the
mountain. "How do we get back up there?" 


"We walk around to the lift. That's
why we'll only get a few more times to make the run." 


She growled and the sound of it shot an
arrow of lust into the center of me. "I want more time. I might actually
get this down this year."


"You're already doing good. Tell you what..." I bit my lip and looked out
toward the valley below as she turned her attention on me. "Let's do this
and then I'll give you my number. If you want to learn the next level up, just
call me and if I'm free, I'm your man."


She chuckled and moved toward the lift.
"Let's go, playboy. You can give me your number, but whether or not I call
it is an entirely different story."


"And, why wouldn't you?" I moved
up beside her and reached out to catch her as she stumbled again. I tugged her
back as she dropped her poles and pressed her hands to my chest as she looked
up at me. 


"Because you're dangerous." The
smirk that lifted her lips did something to my insides and a shot of fear ran
through me. I could fall for this girl, which would be bad – really bad. 


"Dangerous? I've saved your ass twice
today. I'd say I'm safe." I smiled and released her before bending over
and picking up her poles. 


"Yes, a gentleman in the devil's
disguise." She moved up beside me and took my hand and Jerry's to help her
get back up on the platform. 


I got up beside her and chuckled as Jerry
winked at me again. "Jerry. She thinks I'm trouble. Tell her I ain't."


She turned and pinned me with a stare –
over using the word ain't, no doubt. I chuckled
again, enjoying the feeling of freedom to just be me and nothing else with her.



"He's a good man and has been far
better than most of these boys around here. He's pushed the pause button on his
own life to help his daddy." Jerry patted my chest and smiled with pride.
"He's a great boy, and I'm glad to know him."


"Well, damn, Jerry. I didn't need you
to go that far." I smiled and moved up to the lift, taking Chloe's hand
and making sure she was safe as the back of the chair hit our legs. 


"You're helping your father
here?" She glanced over at me, her attitude seeming to have dulled a
little. 


"Yeah, but it's nothing like Jerry
made it seem." I shrugged and pulled my goggles off. "Dad’s worked
his whole life to build up his snow removal business, and I plan to open a
lodge one day up here, so leaving wouldn't work, anyway."


"So, you're helping him with his
business?"


"Yeah." I looked over at her and
smiled. 


"What?" Her eyes narrowed a
little and I shook my head. 


"Nothing." I leaned back and let
out a long sigh. "You're staying through Christmas?"


"Yep, and not a minute longer."
She turned and looked out at the horizon. "It's beautiful here, but my
home is in California now."


"Your family there, too?" I
couldn't help but dig a little. 


"My mother passed away eight years
ago, but my father and brother are in Arizona most of the year and here for the
winter." She looked back over at me. "We've been doing the back and
forth thing since I was little. Used to be fun. No so much anymore."


"Skiing in the winter isn't fun
anymore? Why not? Seems absurd to me." I extended my hand as we got
closer. 


"Thank you," she mumbled and
took it before hopping off with me. "My dad's an asshole and quite the man
whore himself." 


Is
she still referring to me as a man whore? 


"Finn! Oh my goodness. It's my lucky
day." A pretty brunette moved toward me as we got off the lift. She
glanced toward Chloe and smirked in a less than kind fashion. 


"Hey, girl. How are you?" I
smiled and returned the awkward hug. I mouthed, “I don't know her” to Chloe as
she rolled her eyes and turned, moving toward the narrow passage we used to get
to the back of the mountain. 


"Oh my gosh.
I've missed you so much!" The nameless girl puffed out her bottom lip.
"Why didn't you call me? You said you would."


"I was going to, but my damn phone
ended up in the washing machine." I glanced up to see Chloe gone and knew
I had a only few minutes to catch up with her. 


Any chances of snuggling up to her were
lost, no doubt. Knowing that her father used woman like I did made it apparent
that she wasn't calling me out by mistake, but because she knew how to spot us.



My heart ached at the thought of not
having a chance with her, and I carefully unwound myself from the girl in front
of me and smiled down at her. 


"Nice to see you again. Stay in
touch." I moved toward the opening Chloe had disappeared into. 


"How, Finn? I don't have your
number."


I called out some random digits and sucked
in, forcing my legs to move faster. She'd be half way down the hill by now, and
she was. 


I let out a long sigh and cupped my hands around
my mouth. "Chloe, wait for me at the bottom and I'll explain."


She stopped expertly and turned to face
me, skiing backwards as she lifted her hands to her mouth. "Not a chance,
handsome, and call me baby. Seems a popular go-to for guys like you. Thanks for
the lesson."


"Son of a bitch." I shook my
head and let out a chuckle. The little tart knew how to ski all along. Was she just playing with me? Somehow I
didn't mind one bit. Now to figure out who she was and how to find her. 

















 

Chapter 7


Chloe



 


 

Unbelievable.


I finished the run and moved toward the
lodge as fast as I could, not wanting Finn to catch up to me. He was a player
and a half, and while I didn't want to be interested in him, I was. 


It was as if fate pulled together every
descriptor I'd given Jessie in the car for my perfect boyfriend and created
this sexy hunk who looked like sin, was good to the town’s people, and knew how
to take care of a woman in the sheets. Contrary to popular belief, I didn't
date anyone who wasn't classified as a man whore. Bad sex was the hardest thing
to get over in a relationship. Jessie called me shallow on more than one
occasion over it – until it happened to her. Then she saw the light. 


Finn.
What an interesting name.


The man was sexy as hell, incredibly
sweet, and funny to boot. His sense of fashion might not be spot on, but did I
really want a man correcting my drawings and trying to butt into my designs?
No. 


His dark brown hair and warm chestnut eyes
were my favorite combination. The almond color of his skin combined with the
small spray of freckles across his nose left me wanting to pant. he had strong shoulders and chest muscles, which I accidentally got to feel when he tugged
me back toward him. 


"And, his cologne. Fuck me, his
smell." I groaned and moved into the ski lodge as an elderly couple gave
me a look due to my choice of words, no doubt. "I'm sorry."


I walked to the ski rental and turned my
gear in, grabbed my keys, and walked quickly to the parking lot. My father had
several vehicles available for me to choose from, but the Jeep Grand Cherokee
was the winner every time. It was spacious and luxurious, but left me feeling
safe. 


The drive home was a bit tumultuous, but I
made it without much more than my nerves being on edge. 


"You guys home?" I called out as
I walked into the house. 


"I'm in my room. You have fun?"
Parker walked out of his bedroom, still in his pjs
and a t-shirt.


"Yeah, actually I did." I
shrugged and put my stuff on the counter. "I forgot that I actually
enjoyed skiing."


"See? I told you there was things
about this place to love."


"Yeah? Like you." I reached out
and ruffled his hair. 


"Speaking of your adoration for your
one and only brother..." He reached out and tugged on one of the ropes to
my hoodie. 


"You want food?" I asked.


"God, yes, but no vegetables. I
already had mine for the day." He moved to sit at one of the stools by the
breakfast nook. 


"Oh, yeah? What veggies did you
eat?" I walked to the fridge and pulled out various cold cuts and cheeses.



"I had Cheetos and green gummy worms.
I'm thinking that's pretty damn close to carrots and celery." He snorted. 


"You're an idiot." I rolled my
eyes and worked on getting him something better to eat. "So, I met this
guy in town today. He seems to be a local."


"Yeah? What's his name?"


"Finn. I didn't get his last
name." I shrugged and handed him the plate. 


"Oh, yeah. He's the town slut. My
friends are always talking about wanting to be like him."


"How do you have friends here?" 


I made myself half a sandwich and glanced
at the clock. I had twenty minutes before I had to put it in high gear. I was
surprised that Cindy wasn't at the house already. 


"You know Dad and I spend the fall
here." My brother lifted his eyebrow and I nodded, not willing to admit
that I'd gotten so wrapped up in my own stuff that I hadn't realized that they
were in Colorado all fall. When I called them, I dialed their cell, which was
an Arizona area code. 


"So, this Finn guy is a big fat
no?"


"Um, yeah. Unless you like being used
for the night and tossed away."


I picked up my lunch and walked away, not
ready to have any kind of sexual discussions with my teenage brother. A shiver
ran through me and I made a sound of disgust at the thought. 


"Yep. He's gross. Stay away."


"Done," I called over my
shoulder and walked into my room to start sorting through what I would be
wearing for the evening. 


I texted my friends to see where everyone
was. The twins were an hour out of the city and Cindy was headed my way. 


It was decided that it would be easier to
meet at a nice little Italian place in the center of town rather than all the
way out at my father's house. I dropped the phone on the bed and lamented over
the fact that Finn wouldn't be able to find me. If I wanted to see him again,
I'd have to find him or bump into
him. Why do things always have to be so
damn difficult?


I dressed in a cute skirt and tight top
before choosing a pair of heels and fixing my hair and makeup in order to
impress my friends properly. We all came from wealthy families, and it seemed
like the first thirty minutes of any get together was catching each other up on
what we did or didn't have, as well as eying each other's clothes and jewelry.
Some part of me wanted to cancel for the evening, but it would look bad and I'd
never hear the end of it. 


"Besides, getting out will be good
for me." 


I leaned in toward the bathroom mirror and
put a second coating of dark pink lipstick on my lips. I looked like a Barbie
doll, which was annoying. No man treated a woman who looked like me seriously,
especially when I dolled myself up. 


"What are you doing in there?"
My brother beat at the door and I yanked it open. 


"Oh, great. You're going out with
this guy, anyway?"


"No. Some old friends are coming into
town. We're going to dinner and maybe a movie."


"Go dancing. There's a new club my
friend's sister was raving about the other day. It's one block from Dad's
store, though I can't remember the name of it to save my life."


I nodded and turned around. "Do I
look alright?"


"Like my undercover gamer
sister." He shrugged and walked back down the hall as I laughed. 


"Gee, thanks, buddy."


"Anytime."


* * * *


I walked into the restaurant and handed
the guy my coat at the front, worrying a little at first about being
overdressed until the host showed me to our table. 


My three friends were already there and
let out loud squeals as I approached. 


Momentary warmth flooded me and it was
good to see old familiar faces. I hugged each of them and took my seat beside
Cindy. 


"You look incredible. The sun has
done so much for your complexion. I love it." Janet reached for her wine
and smiled. 


"I agree. Do you dye your hair or is
that natural?" Her twin sister, Kinsey, ran her fingers through her long
brown strands as she tilted her head and studied me. 


Lovely.
The microscope light has been turned on. 


"All natural, girls." I smiled
and turned to Cindy. "How was the flight? The traveling? The family?"


We each took turns going around the table
throughout dinner to update everyone on the happenings in each of our lives.
Cindy had seen the world, Kinsey had her own million-dollar on-line business,
and Janet had published her fifth book. 


"How about you?" Cindy sat back
and rubbed at her stomach. "Tell us everything."


"Well, I just graduated from UCLA
with my design degree, so now I'm working on starting my own company, which
should launch next spring." I glanced down at my top. "I designed
this bad-boy."


"Oh, nice!" Kinsey reached
across the table and ran her fingers over the fabric at my shoulder.
"Feels so good. I'm impressed."


"Is your dad supplying the seed
funding?" Cindy asked and lifted her hand to take the check from the
waiter.


"Yes, but you know him and his rules.
I'm stuck here for the next few weeks, and if I can stick it out for the
holidays, he'll help me." I tried to overemphasize how put out I was by
the demand,  since
they expected me to be bratty and catty like we all were in high school. 


"That’s dumb." Kinsey rolled her
eyes. "So...what's up next? Shopping? Movie? Dancing?"


"I wouldn't mind checking out the new
dance club that opened in the center of town." I shrugged. "Some of
the guys here are incredibly hot."


"Yes, and being here for the night
means only one thing..." Cindy smiled nefariously. 


"One night stand!" Kinsey and
Janet yelled in tandem. 


I glanced around as several people from
nearby tables looked our way. Heat rose up my chest and coated my cheeks. 


"I love them. So much easier than
relationships, don't you think, Chloe?" Cindy turned her dark eyes on me.
She was beautiful, the exotic one out of the four of us. Her mother was Asian
and her father Hispanic. She was never without a boyfriend back in high school.
I had no doubt that not much had changed. 


"Love 'em."
I turned my attention to my wine and emptied the glass. 


"I want to find a local boy. The town
whore." Kinsey wagged her eyebrows. "You know, every town has one and
this place is so big that I bet there's one for each of us."


I stiffened at the thought of seeing Finn
with any of my friends. Anger rose sharply inside of me and I stood, having to excuse
myself to the bathroom. How people could be such assholes was beyond me. Not
that Finn didn't set himself up to be used, but still. 


I walked into the bathroom and moved to
the sink, washing my hands and checking myself out in the mirror. I wasn't beyond
dancing with a few boys, but going home with one of them meant that the
possibility of a second date was highly probable from both sides. Sleeping with
someone only to have them lose my number the next day was too much for me. My
friends...not so much. 


I walked back out to find them all waiting
by the front door, giddy with anticipation. 


"You ready?" Cindy slipped her
arm into mine and pulled me to the front door. "You drive. I want to get
trashed."


"Absolutely." I pulled the keys
from my purse and glanced at her. “Where is your luggage?”


“I dropped it off at the hotel next door
where Kinsey and Janet are staying before meeting you.” Cindy smiled. “It’s
right next door. Remind me to get it when we get done tonight.”


The twins were giggling furiously about
something and I couldn't help but smile. They were identical, both of them with
brown hair and green eyes. There wasn't anything that made them stand out from
the next girl, but they were wild women and knew how to get attention when they
wanted it. 


"Your dad finally dating?" Cindy
asked as we walked through the dark parking lot. 


"He's turned into a man whore,
too." I shook my head and unlocked the car. 


"That's not good," Cindy said as
she moved around the SUV and got in. "You think he's just still hurt over
your mom?"


"I guess. He and I don't speak much.
I bitch at him about his diet, and he grunts at me and reminds me how unworthy
I am for everything I have." I buckled up and lamented over the fact that
I wouldn't be getting drunk. It seemed like the only way I might find relief.
Seeing that I wasn't going to do it alone and yet had no friends, tonight had
been my only chance. 


"I'm sorry to hear that. He's always
been a jerk like that, though. You know you’re beautiful, talented, and
everything you should be." She reached over and squeezed my shoulder.
"I'm proud of you, and I've missed you."


"I’ve missed  you, too." I turned on the lights
and pulled the car out into the road as the girls in the backseat started
giggling. 


The stories they shared left me wondering
where my friends from school where. The hookers in the car with me and Cindy
were a hoot to watch sober. I was almost scared to see them drunk. 


* * * *


"I love this place!" Kinsey
danced around, throwing her hands up in the air and sloshing her beer all over
her sister. 


"Hey, bitch. Watch your drink,"
Janet laughed and turned to the bartender. "Another round, please."


He looked over at me and I nodded before
shaking my head and smiling. 


"You want another Coke, pretty
girl?" He leaned over and tapped the bar between us. He was handsome and
looked like he belonged with me in California. 


"Nope. I'm going to float out of here
if I'm not careful."


"One beer won't hurt, unless you're a
lightweight." He lifted his eyebrow and I chuckled. 


"I had a glass of wine at dinner;
besides, I'm not used to driving in the snow. I'm from Los Angeles." 


"What? Me, too." He chuckled and
extended his hand. "Caleb. Nice to meet you."


"I'm Chloe. What are you doing here
in Aspen?"


"Taking a break for the winter. I
love the sun and the snow, so half a year there, half here." He shrugged.
"Living the life, I guess." 


"Sounds like it." I turned as
Kinsey to wrap her arms around my neck. 


"Oh my God, Chloe. The finest boy in
the whole universe is here. He's so fucking dreamy."


I untangled her arms from around me and
brushed her hair from her face. She was sloppy drunk and the fun was about to
begin. Being designated driver sucked ass, but these next few moments would make
it all worthwhile. 


"Where? I want to see the best
looking thing in Aspen." I got up and walked to the edge of the dance
floor before Janet pulled me back. 


"No, silly. He just walked in. Look
at that group of guys. Hot. So hot!" Janet fanned herself and I looked
around for Cindy. 


She was against the bar, leaning in
closely to Caleb. 


"Figures." I let out a soft
growl and resigned myself to helping my friends have a good time. I didn't need
anything more than a good laugh and a break from the house. Falling in love
with some guy wasn't at the top of my list, and even if it was, it was a
horrible idea. I was heading home in ta few weeks and the last thing I planned
to leave behind in Colorado was my heart. 


"There. With the blue shirt. Tell me
you see him."


I narrowed my gaze and scanned the faces,
finally finding a group of handsome guys. "Blue shirt...blue
shirt..."


A gasp left me as I spotted him. The twins
were right. He was the finest thing in the bar, if not the city. 


Too bad he was off limits. 


Finn. 

















 

Chapter 8


Finn



 


 

I spent the rest of the day thinking about
Chloe. There wasn't another time in my life that I could pinpoint the desire to
hunt some girl down just for the chance to see her again. The good thing was
that I knew she would be in Aspen for another two weeks, the bad thing was that
I didn't have her last name. There was no smart way to go about finding her. 


The only option was to haunt the slopes
she'd been on as often as I could. Surely, she would show back up. 


A smile lifted my lips as I finished
getting dressed and walked into the kitchen for a quick sip of water. My place
was only a few miles from my father’s, which was on purpose. He wasn't getting
old just yet, but if he needed me for anything, I wanted to be available
quickly. 


My studio log cabin was far too small for
two people, but it was just me and I didn't see my relationship status changing
anytime soon. Besides, the only girl I wanted wasn't up for grabs and wouldn't
be around to change her mind, anyway. 


I brushed my hands down the front of my
dark blue button up shirt and made sure my jeans and boots were clean. 


"Alright. Let's go have fun being the
designated driver." I rolled my eyes and grabbed my keys, not quite sure
why I signed up for the job, but I did. My father had been more generous than
I'd expected when I told him what I'd be up to. He was letting me borrow one of
the fifteen passenger vans for the evening. 


After stopping by the shop to get it, I
drove to Brian's and picked him up first. The rest of the guys were staying at
the Sheraton downtown – seemed everyone was doing better financially than me. I
couldn't afford half a night at the Sheraton, but dwelling on it was too
depressing. 


"Hey, buddy. Looking good."
Brian got into the front seat of the van and popped me in the chest. 


"Thanks, bro. Not too shabby
yourself." I glanced at him and nodded to the window. "Fix that side
mirror for me. Something hit it and it's crooked."


"Yeah, sure." He rolled the
window down and I floored it, causing the snow from the window and hood to fly
back, a good chunk of it hitting him in the face. 


"You fucker!" He jerked back in
the van as we both laughed like teenagers. 


My father swore that we were the dumbest
idiots ever, but it only got worse when we were together. He was my best friend
and the only one from our group that still lived in Aspen. We had decided years
ago that going out to look for women together wasn't at all beneficial. We were
childish when together, and they all seemed to realize that. 


"Tonight should be fun." I let
out another laugh and turned toward the city lights. "Don't push any women
on me. I'm taking December off."


"Off? What the hell does that
mean?" He wiped at his shirt and pants as the snow began to melt. I turned
the heater up and reached over, pulling a chunk of ice from his collar and
slinging it at him. 


He moved across the front seat like he was
going to tackle me, and I swerved the van, scaring him. 


"Hey, stay over there, you
behemoth," I growled and swatted at him. 


Brian had twenty pounds on me, but he wore
it well. He wasn't nearly the man whore I was, but looking good was something
he always seemed to care about. 


"I'm going to get you back for that
shit. I'm going to hand out your number to the whole damn room tonight. That
should go over well." He snorted and gave me a shit-eating grin. 


"Yeah, I've probably been with most
of them." I let out a sigh. "This is why going to the club sounds
like a good idea until we actually do it."


"Shut up about your problem of having
too many women want you. No one is interested in that shit." He ran his
fingers through his brown hair once more and turned to pin me with a hard
stare. "Talk. What's up with you giving up women for most of December?
This a new thing, like no-shave November? I don't like it. Count me out."


"No, you idiot. I'm just tired of
waking up next to a different woman every morning." I shrugged, wishing I
hadn't brought it up. 


"Yeah, that sounds horrible. How
about you take my problem of not finding one who will actually give me ten
minutes of her time and I'll beat back the ones that want you for a while. Your
arms getting tired?"


"Very funny." I stopped in front
of the hotel. "No saying anything to the other guys, just deflect for me
tonight. I'm serious about not taking a girl home."


"I'll believe it when I see it."
He got out of the van and jogged toward the hotel as I leaned back against the
seat. 


What were the odds of finding Chloe? I
would break the rules for her in a heartbeat. Just the thought of her caused my
body to stiffen as need began to pulsate along my pressure points. 


"Where are you, baby?" I closed
my eyes as a smile lifted my lips at the memory of her talking trash. She was
ballsy, bold, and impossibly beautiful. The fact that she wasn't interested in
a one-night stand was one of the main reasons why I couldn't shake her. I was
tired of them myself, but when that's all that made sense, what else could you
do?


* * * *


The club was new and you could tell it by
the number of people packed into it by the time we arrived. The guys piled in
behind me as we approached the bouncer at the front of the long line. 


"Finn. My man. What's up,
brother?" The large meat-head guarding the front door extended his hand
and I shook it. His father was a good friend of my old man's. It paid to know
people. 


"Hey, Jeff. Any way we get out of
standing in this line? I left my jacket at home and my boy Jared here is down
for his bachelor party." I tugged Jared up to the front with me, the poor
bastard already too drunk to stand. 


Jeff chuckled and opened the door.
"Only for you. You know it's the ladies who usually get this treatment."



I moved back and shuffled the five other
guys in the door before me. "Well, I've been with most of them. That
count?"


"Lucky bastard. Get inside before I
change my mind." He patted my back as I walked in and took a quick
inventory of the room. Large dance floor to the left, bar to the right, very
few seats, loud, sexy music, and pulsating lights. 


Yep.
It's officially a night club.


Brian snagged the only remaining table in
the place, and I glanced toward the bar before looking back at the guys. 


"What are we having? Bucket of
beers?" 


The all grunted their replies and I walked
off, not caring much what they wanted. I was buying the first round, and it was
going to be the cheap stuff. It was the quickest way to get someone else to
pick up the tab for the rest of the night. I had no shame and certainly wasn't
spending my last dime on a bunch of drunk guys. 


"You're not spending it on a woman,
either," I grumbled to myself and stopped by the bar before turning around
and catching the eyes of a pair of twins who were having far too much fun
dancing together. 


I politely declined when the thinner of
the two motioned for me to join them. Some guys were good with more than one
woman, but not me. I was too much of a selfish bastard. I wanted to leave the
girl I was with panting for more. 


"Whatcha
having, buddy?" The bartender pushed a bowl of peanuts in front of me and
smiled. 


"Bucket of your cheapest beers. My
friends are already tanked."


"Sucks." He laughed and I nodded
in agreement before tempting myself by looking back out to the dance floor. 


A pretty blonde next to the twins caught
my attention as I waited for our drinks. Her back was to me, but the way she
rolled her hips left her ass jiggling subtly in her tight skirt and I couldn't
help but watch attentively. She needed a man up behind her, taking the brunt of
her movements. 


I sucked in a deep breath and turned to
pay the guy before carrying my bucket back to the table. It would be better for
me to steer clear of the dance floor. I had a few moves of my own and didn't
need to be pulling them out if I were planning on going home alone, which I
was. 


"The cheap beer? You bastard."
Brian pushed at my shoulder, and drank half the bottle he grabbed.
"Actually, that's not bad. Reminds me of high school."


"Which was a long time ago." I
lifted to my toes and scanned the crowd again for the blonde. A smile touched
my mouth and my pulse sped up. "No fucking way."


Chloe.


"What's up?" Brian pushed his
hand against my shoulder as he lifted to his toes. "You see someone we
know?"


"Someone I wanna
know." I turned and took a beer from the buckets, draining it in a few
gulps and walking out to the dance floor. I dropped the empty bottle in the
trashcan and slid past the twins. "Excuse me, ladies."


Chloe kept her back to me as I moved up
and slid my hands over her hips, pulling her back a little and rocking against
her. I pressed my face against the back of her hair and moved in tandem with
her, breathing in slowly to taint my lungs with her scent. 


Her fingers dug into the back of my thighs,
and I bit my lip to keep from crying out.


I pushed my luck a little and ran my hand
over her stomach, spaying my fingers and pressing backward to lock her against
my body. She would know without a doubt that the man behind her was turned on,
but most guys in a club were. The smell of sex was everywhere and inhibitions
were usually left at the door. 


She pulled away a little before glancing
over her shoulder. 


"Hi, baby." I smiled.


She spun in my arms and slid her hands up
my chest and over my shoulders before licking at her mouth seductively. 


"Have we met?" Her voice was
soft and sensual. She was playing the same game she did the day before, but I
couldn't care less. 


She moved down, rubbing herself against me
as her eyes closed.


I gripped the back of her head as the
music turned into a beat with a pulsing throb that had the crowd locked into
seduction. "So beautiful." 


"Me or you?" She opened her eyes
and the light caught her perfectly, leaving her to look like something out of
my wildest fantasy. 


"You, honey. You." I moved down
and pressed my lips to the side of her neck, kissing softly until I reached her
ear. "You didn't let me give you my number, Chloe."


"Oh, so you remember my name."
She stopped dancing and turned, leaving her face so close to mine that I could
feel the warmth of her breath on my lips. She was the seductress here, and I
was holding on for dear life. Every cell in my body screamed for me to seal the
deal and kiss her – hard. 


"Of course, I do. How could I
forget?" I glanced down at her mouth and moved in for the kiss as she spun
away from me.


"Not interested, playboy. Find
someone else." 


I didn't realize how much I wanted her
until she moved to the center of the floor, dancing with her friends and
leaving me to watch. My breathing was off kilter, and for the first time in my
long life, I yearned for something that I couldn't have: her. 


After forcing myself off the dance floor,
I rejoined my friends and let out a long sigh. 


"The girl of my dreams is on that
dance floor." I ran my fingers through my hair, not quite sure I had it in
me not to go back after her and throw her over my shoulder like the caveman I
was starting to feel like. 


"Go get her, man!" one of the
guys yelled and lifted his beer. "You're Finn Fucking Warner. You get any
girl you want."


I looked over at him and laughed as the
guys all hit their bottles together. 


Any
girl but the one I suddenly want. Karma's a bitch. 


"What are you waiting for, dude? Go
get her." Brian patted my back. "The blonde who was pressed to the
front of you, right?"


"Yeah," I responded a little
more breathlessly than I wanted. 


"She's all yours, dude. Finest chick
in this bar. Go show us how it's done." He pushed at my shoulder and I
nodded, walking back toward her with determination. 


Enough with the games. I didn't have much
time with her as it was. 
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Chloe



 


 

"Oh my goodness. Who the hell was
that?" Cindy moved up beside me, sliding her arms around my neck and
forcing me to lock gazes with her. 


"No clue. He was cute, though,
huh?" I played it off and tried like hell not to follow after Finn. He was
bad news and though I couldn't stop thinking about him, nothing was going to
become of us. It was silly to lead him on, anyway. He would just move on to
someone else. Guys like him always did. 


"Cute? He's the sexiest thing I've
seen in a long time." Cindy shuffled us toward the edge of the floor.
"You don't know him?"


"Nope." I shrugged and turned to
find him watching me with an intensity that left me wanting to throw caution to
the wind and give myself to him for a night, but it wasn't my style. It was a
good thing I wasn't drinking. Nothing good could come of it. 


"He seems to want to know you."
She laughed and turned her attention back to me. "I'm going after him if
you're not interested."


I shrugged and pulled out of her hold as
the music changed. "Do what you want, girlfriend. I'm dating someone back
at UCLA. A fling would be fun if I were single, but I'm not."


It wasn’t actually truthful, but it was my
quickest excuse.


"Not the cheating kind, hmm?"
She wagged her eyebrows as if cheating was the sexy thing to do nowadays. 


"Um, no." I laughed and took her
hand, helping her back toward the bar. 


She moved out in front of me as I took a
seat, her attention in the direction of Finn and his friends. "I want him.
Can I take him back to your place?"


I'd just taken a drink of a glass of ice
water the bartender handed me. I spit it all over the back of her little black
dress thanks to her question. 


She turned toward me, her eyes wide. 


"Oh fuck, Cindy. I'm so sorry."
I reached for a napkin and moved behind her cleaning it up as she laughed loudly.
The sound of her having fun with it ushered in much needed relief. I had
worried she was going to be furious. 


"It's all good." She swatted at
me. "It was hot as hell in here, anyway. That actually felt good."


"No bringing anyone home to my dad's.
Sorry. He would have a heart attack. I was picturing the look on his face when
I spit my drink. It's too funny to even think about." 


"No worries. We'll just get a
room." She bent in like she was going to whisper something to me, but
instead, slipped her hand in the top of her dress and tugged her breasts up. 


I turned from her and gave the cute
bartender a look that screamed “save me.”


Cindy leaned in beside me and smiled right
next to my face. "Wish me luck. He's exactly my type."


"Good luck." I reached for the
peanuts, but the bartender jerked the dish away. 


"Don't eat those. Who knows who has
been touching them." He smiled and pulled the jar
from under the counter, reaching for my hand and pouring some out for me. 


"Thanks." I picked at them,
ignoring the horrible feeling that rose inside of me over the idea of Finn
going home with anyone, especially my closest childhood friend. Why did it matter? I was being
ridiculous. 


"What's got you down?" Caleb
leaned forward, pressing his forearms to the bar and giving me a kind smile. 


"It's stupid."


"Guy problems?"


"Not really. I don't have a guy to
have problems with." I shrugged and looked over my shoulder as Finn, Cindy,
and the whole group with him were walking toward us. The twins were still on
the dance floor and I turned back to the bar as horror rushed through me.
"Kill me."


He laughed and shook his head. "You
could have any guy in this bar, pretty girl. The problem isn't not having a
man, it’s which one to choose."


"Chloe Burke. You have to meet these
guys." Cindy's voice was loud and slurred. 


I stifled a flinch at her using my last
name and turned, smiling at Finn and then around the circle at his friends.
"Nice to meet you, guys."


"Pleasure's all mine." Finn
reached for my hand with a look that told me I was already his, whether I
wanted to admit it or not. 


Cindy tugged him back and shook her head.
"This sexy boy is the only one off limits, Chloe. He's mine."


Finn tilted his head to the side as if
challenging me to step up. If there was anything bubbling between us, now was
the time to do something about it. 


A loud, balding guy from behind Finn
leaned in and hiccupped. "I'm off limits, too. Getting married
tomorrow."


I laughed, unable to help myself.
"That's great. Stay off limits. No one likes a cheater."


"She's right, boys." A handsome
guy in a suit extended his hand as he hit Finn with his hip, forcing him to
move over. "I'm Brian. Seeing that my buddy Finn here is being stolen by
your friend, would you care to dance?"


"Brian. Really?" Finn playfully
pushed at him before being dragged back to the dance floor by Cindy. 


"Yeah. Sure." I shrugged and
glanced over my shoulder in time to see the bartender laugh at me. "Thanks
a lot. If you would have just pulled the trigger..."


"Never." He winked and turned to
help other patrons. 


I walked to the floor with Brian, feeling
a little off about dancing with one of Finn's friends. 


You're
being ridiculous. You don't know the guy and even if you did, he is just trying
to get into your panties. Leave it be.


I moved into Brian's arms as a slow song
started, the rhythm perfect for a first dance with someone you just met. 


"You from around here, Chloe?"
He smiled down at me and I turned my attention back to him, not really wanting
to see Cindy put her moves on the only guy around that had caused my blood to
boil in the worst sort of way. 


"I'm from Los Angeles. Just here for
a few weeks." I smiled, enjoying the kindness I found in Brian's eyes. 


"Oh, nice. You look like a beach
girl. A good tan and a great smile. I'm surprised you're not beating the guys
off around here." He smiled and then looked ill. "I meant... I didn't
mean like literally beating the guys off. I meant like..."


I laughed. "Stop. You're digging a
hole you're not going to get out of."


He smiled. "I do that often. I keep
telling my friend Finn over there that he's going to have to teach me how to
talk to women or I'll forever be alone."


"The more you do it, the easier it
gets." I shrugged and took a glance toward Finn. 


Cindy was tucked up against him,
whispering something in his ear, but his eyes were on me and Brian. The anger
in his gaze told me that maybe there was something more than a silly challenge
sitting between the two of us. If that was the case, then it was better that he
and Cindy leave together. 


"I actually don't want it to get too
easy." He glanced down at me and I turned back to him. 


"Why is that?"


"I don't know. I've seen Finn go
through a lot of shit because he can talk to women so easily. Seems like it
would be any guy’s dream to live as a bachelor with women throwing their
panties at you, but I think he wants something more. He's lonely. I don't ever
want to experience that." He shrugged and I stiffened in his hold. 


"Did he tell you to talk to me?"
I lifted an eyebrow and pulled back. 


"What? No. He doesn't even know you,
right?" Brian studied me as I fumbled for the right thing to say. 


"No. Of course not. Never mind."
I slid my arms back around him and turned us so I could find the twins. They
were dancing with the other three guys in Finn's group, having far too much
fun. 


The dance ended and I was ready to head
home, but it would seem that the party was just getting started. 


We gathered back at the bar and I nodded
toward Cindy. "I'm getting tired and my stomach's hurting. You guys ready
to go?"


"Go? Hell no. We just got here,"
Kinsey laughed and wrapped her arm around me tightly from the side. 


"Yeah, Chloe. Don't go yet."
Finn turned his face from Cindy as she moved up to kiss him. 


Bile rose in my throat and I knew I had to
get out of there. I didn't believe in love at first sight, but something buzzed
with excitement inside of me at the very thought of the handsome guy before me.
I couldn't handle the pressure of wanting to pull him from my friend and
subsequently punch her in the face. I wasn't a violent person, but something
about the way she draped herself across Finn left my blood boiling. 


"Right, well, get another ride. I'm
ready to go." I moved from the bar and started for the door before someone
grabbed my wrist and pulled me back to the dance floor. 


"Not until you tell me where I'm
dropping these lovely girls off." Finn tugged me toward him and caught me
as I tripped over the edge of the dance floor.


"I'm not dancing with you. I'm going home,"
I barked at him and tried to pull back, but he held me tighter. 


"You're not leaving me with this
crazy bitch. I've sworn off women for a month because I need to remember how to
breathe. If you leave her here, I'll have no choice but to take her home or
turn her over onto Brian. He's far too much of a gentleman to tell her no.
Don't do that to him. Don't do it to me."


He smelled so good and the strength of his
arms around me left me dizzy. "What? I'm not doing anything to
anyone."


"Yeah, you are, and you know
it." He moved us to the middle of the floor and slid his hands over the
top of my ass, squeezing softly as I pressed my forehead to his shoulder and
let out a groan. 


"I need to go," I whispered
roughly. 


"Why are you running from me? I'm a
good guy. I just want to see you again, Chloe. No commitment, no promises, just
a date." His voice was gravelly and filled with untapped lust. 


I wanted to drown in it, to be consumed by
the heat I felt pulsing between us. 


My relationship with Seth had been good,
but not great. Warm, but not hot. This, on the other hand, was intense and I
could lose myself in the man holding me. Fear raced through me and I pulled
back a little. 


"I need to go. Spend the night with
Cindy. She's a noncommittal kinda gal. You know..."
I looked up at him and lost my breath for a minute, "No commitment. No
promises. Just one night."


He released me and nodded. "Right. My
kind of woman?"


"Perhaps. I don't know who you are,
so figuring out what type of woman would force a man like you to settle down
and cherish her seems impossible."


"That's ‘cause it is." He shrugged and walked past me,
leaving me standing there, feeling like shit for tearing him down. He wanted me
and I wanted him, yet I wasn't just pushing, but stabbing him with every arrow
I could find. Why? It seemed so out of character for me, and yet I wasn't ready
to stop punishing him for being whatever he was. 


It was unfair and I was being an ass. 


"Alright, have fun." I smiled
and reached out to pull Cindy into a hug. "Call if you need me."


"Be careful on the ride home. I'll
call on my way to the airport tomorrow." She snuggled up to Finn and he
turned toward her, lifting her face and leaning down to kiss her in the way I'd
give anything for a man to kiss me. 


I turned and half jogged to the front
door, not realizing that Brian was following me until I walked out into the
frigid night air. 


"Hey. Can I catch a ride home? Sorry
to bother you with it, but we drove a big van and I'd rather not witness an
orgy tonight." He chuckled. 


"Of course. I don't know the town
well, but if you can give me directions, I'm happy to drop you off." I
lifted my hand and hit the key button, waiting for the SUV to light up.
"Over here."


We walked to the car in silence. It wasn't
until I had the heat on and had pulled from the parking lot that Brian broke
the silence. It was a good thing he did. I was close to crying over witnessing
a guy I'd just met and my best friend from high school kissing. I was an idiot.
It didn't make sense, but my emotions were all over the place. 


"I'm glad we got a chance to dance
tonight. It was fun." He tugged at his seatbelt as if uncomfortable. 


I needed to save him from making the
mistake of asking me out. I wasn't sure if he was headed that way, but I didn't
want to hurt anyone's feelings. Mine were already hurt enough. 


"Yeah, it was fun. I rarely go
dancing because my boyfriend in Los Angeles gets so overly protective, but my
buddies from high school came into town, and as you can see...there's no
telling them no." I laughed, and he let out a sigh of relief. 


"You have a boyfriend?"


"Yeah. Why?" I looked over at
Brian and gave him the warmest smile I could muster, which wasn't saying much. 


Having a boyfriend was a great lie. Maybe
that way Brian didn’t feel terrible that I wasn’t going to sleep with him.


"Finn said you were the girl of his
dreams. I was good with it until we got closer and I got a good look at
you."


"What's that supposed to mean?"
I chuckled, unable to help myself. 


"You're beautiful and would break his
heart. I thought you would be like the other girl's he's dated, but you don't
seem to be at all. You're the designated driver, for shit’s sake." He
snorted. 


"He doesn't date girls. He sleeps
with them and leaves them." I turned as he pointed to the house at the end
of the street and gave me a few directions. 


"How do you know that? You just met
him tonight." Brian turned to me as I stopped in front of his house. 


"Because he's a man whore. My dad's
one, too, and there are a million on campus with me." I shrugged.
"Have a good night, Brian."


He got out of the SUV and paused.
"He's just looking for love, Chloe. People do it in different ways. I do
it through my success at work. You probably have a different thing or person
you use to feel wanted. Finn uses the warmth of a woman. He's no different in
what he's seeking, he just finds it in places that we don't."


I nodded and waited until he closed the
door to shake my head in disbelief. 


It didn't matter that I shouldn't care
that he was taking Cindy home. It did. A lot. 

















 

Chapter 10


Finn



 


 

"You going with me to church this
morning?" My father's loud voice pulled me from sleep and scared the hell
out of me. 


I jerked up in the bed and looked around,
making sure I was at my house like I thought I was. 


"Yeah. Stop letting yourself in the
damn door," I grumbled and got out of the bed before tugging on my jeans
and walking out into the living room. "I could have had a girl in my
bed."


"You almost always have a girl in
your bed. I'd not be shocked by that. Seeing the same one more than once, now
that would be heart stopping." My dad put his hand on his chest and acting
as if he were having a heart attack. 


"Funny. It's not like the old days,
where your ma and pa put up a dowry and set you up with the perfect woman."
I glanced over my shoulder and smirked at him. "You want coffee?"


"No. I already had mine, and I'm
telling you that sleeping around might leave you feeling good for a night, but
you'll soon hate yourself." My father was dressed in a nice pair of slacks
and a button down shirt with a tie that matched, but barely. 


"I already do." I shrugged and
filled up a coffee mug before walking back to my room. "Give me ten
minutes."


"You need to shower. I'm sure you had
fun last night. You look like a mess."


"You're mistaken, but thanks for
giving a rat's ass." I shut the door to the bedroom and slipped out of my
jeans. I should have needed a shower with the way Cindy was pawing at me and
rubbing up against me on the way back to the hotel, but I couldn't see myself
taking her to bed. 


Shit, I couldn't see myself taking anyone
but Chloe. It was disturbing. 


I wasn't sure if Cindy would remember me
dropping them off, but when they woke up all piled in one room with my friends,
I was sure they’d all start to remember of the events from the night before.
I'd gotten all my friends and all of Chloe's friends into the hotel room Jared had
rented and locked the door on my way out. 


Why Brian hadn't stayed around to help me
was a mystery. I'd have to get his ass later over it. 


I walked back out in black slacks and a
button down white shirt with my hair combed and my Sunday shoes polished. 


"You almost look like a good guy,"
Dad snorted again and got up, pulling on his coat. "Grab a jacket. I'm
thinking another cold front moved in early this morning."


"Yeah, I was carting around a bunch
of drunk idiots when it hit." I grabbed my wool jacket from the closet and
slipped my wallet in my back pocket. "You driving or me?"


"I'll drive." 


* * * *


The service was lifeless and the monotone voice
of the preacher did nothing to help keep my eyes open. After only three hours
of sleep, I was hurting as we sat there and stared at the choir loft. I wasn't
particularly religious, but my father was, and having spent every Sunday beside
him in a hard wooden pew, I couldn't think of another place to be on Sunday
mornings. He wouldn't allow it, anyway. I would be married with kids and his
ass would still be showing up, making all of us go. 


My lip lifted in a smirk at the thought of
it. 


I glanced around at the familiar faces of
everyone who had been in my life for as long as I could remember and felt a
sinking in my spirit. I didn't want to shovel driveways for the rest of my
days. I wanted the promise of moving on, of building on my dreams like Brian
kept reminding me of, but to build anything you had to have money and I was
always in the red. 


The only other thing that swept across my
mind other than building a beautiful resort for families to visit in Aspen was
Chloe. The hurt in her face as I bent down to kiss her friend the night before
stung me. I shouldn't have done it, yet it had been far beyond my turn to throw
a dagger. She laid me open with every word she swung at me on the dance floor.
So I slept around. So the fuck what? Every guy my age and younger had done the
same damn thing. She'd never had a one-night stand? I doubted it. 


Anger burned through me and I let out a
sort sigh only to be elbowed by my dad. 


"Behave," he barked quietly. 


I was twenty-seven. I knew how to behave. The
need to respond to him sat heavy on me, but I pushed it down and went back to
thinking about Chloe. I was mad because she had judged me and done a good job
of it. Because of her assessment, I had little chance with her. 


She
deserves better. 


And she did, but I didn't want to take her
to my bed and sneak out the next morning. I wanted to take her to dinner and
kiss her on the doorstep, or teach her to ski better and roll around in the
snow when we fell into it together. 


I wanted a normal night of fun without the
promise of sex. I wanted a date. 


The realization rolled over me that I
hadn't been on a date that wasn't planned for the sex since I was a teenager. I
closed my eyes and tilted my head toward the ceiling as regret rushed through
my veins. It would be gone soon, seeing that none of the women in my past had
every wanted anything but sex, as well. I wasn't the one pushing for anything
most of the time. I was used and therefore, I used. 


Nice.



The preacher asked us to bow our heads,
and I let mine drop, keeping my eyes closed and starting to work through not
only how I was going to apologize to the pretty girl who had me captivated, but
how I was going to see her again. I wasn't letting fate have another shot at
me. 


Cindy had let out that Chloe's last name
was Burke. Now all I had to do was find someone with that last name that had
been here off and on. Maybe my father knew something about it. I was pretty
sure that there was a Burke on our client list. Maybe they were related. 


We wrapped up the prayer and stood around,
shaking old men's hands and hugging old ladies before my father patted my back
and gave me a push. 


"Let's go. You having lunch with me
today?" 


"Naw. I'm
actually thinking about picking up a few extra jobs. I keep thinking about that
lodge I want to build. I'm not getting there any faster seeing that I keep
having stuff come up." I sighed and got into the truck. "You think
Cliff would want a day off?"


"Not sure, but you can ask him."
Dad started the truck and checked his phone before pulling out. Whatever he saw
caused a smile to spread across his face. 


"What's that about?" I nodded
toward him. 


"What?" His smile faded. 


"Who was the text from?"


"Milly. She was telling me something
funny that happened to her." He shrugged and pulled out of the church
parking lot. "And, don't start on me. She's my secretary and that's all
she'll ever be."


"Yep. Your loss." I glanced out
at the snow-covered mountains outside of my window and cleared my throat.
"You know someone with the last name of Burke?"


I turned in time to see him stiffen.
"Yeah. He's one of our clients. Jonathan Burke. He's as bad as you at
sleeping around. Good thing the ugly bastard is only here for the winter."


I chuckled as excitement pulsed through
me. "Why do you have him as a client if you don't like him?"


"I didn't say I didn't like him. I
said he was a slutty bastard."


Dad shrugged and I let it go. We had
Chloe's dad on our listing at the office. She was going to find me in her front
yard before she could blink twice. I only prayed that whoever was assigned to
her house would give me the job. Money was tight and it was the holidays, but
one could hope. 


* * * *


I stopped by the office after my dad
dropped me off at home and checked the schedule. A huge smile lifted my cheeks
as I spotted her last name. Cliff was scheduled to go later that afternoon. I
couldn't have gotten any luckier. 


It took me a few minutes to grab a few
shovels and a warm pair of gloves from the stock room, but as soon as I was
done, I called Cliff and got into my truck. 


"Hey, boy. How's it hanging?" he
answered the phone on the first ring. 


"Hey, old man. You're scheduled for a
shoveling this afternoon at the Burke place. Can I take it off of you?"


"Well, damn. You know things must be
bad if you're looking to take jobs off of the shovelers.
You ain't got nobody with a plow you can call? You
need to rest. You ain't as young as you think."


"Ain't
isn't a word." I smiled at the sound of his laughter and couldn't help but
think of Chloe. She wouldn't believe for one damn minute that fate had slung us
back together. Three times in three days? Impossible. 


"You can have it if you want it, but
you have to tell me why it's important to you."


"I'm broke?"


"Liar. You'd have taken that fifty
from me the other day free and clear. What's at the Burke residence that I'm
giving up?"


"A pretty girl in her early
twenties." I pulled my truck out of the snowy lot and headed toward one of
the many wealthy neighborhoods in Aspen. 


"She's all yours, then. My Martha
would have a fit if she even knew about this girl." He laughed, and I
thanked him and hung up. 


It only took twenty minutes to get over to
the Burke residence, but by the time I did, my hands were shaking and I had no
clue of what I was going to say. I almost felt sorry for Brian and his being
terrified of talking to women. I'd never experienced it myself – not until now.
She was going to be upset, or was she? Maybe I was over-thinking it. 


I pulled up in the driveway and got out,
pulling my extra sweater over my chest before zipping up my coat. I covered my
ears, then my head, and pulled on my gloves. I decided to start working and
then go deliver the invoice, instead of doing things the other way around. If
Chloe was pissed, and refused to let me on her property, then I would have to
deal with my dad as I had no doubt her father would call him. 


Too much drama for what it was all worth. 


I started to work, letting myself get lost
in thought. I wanted her to see the other side of me. The one that hated
one-night stands and wanted a different future. I knew that my actions and all
the shitty decisions I'd made left me looking like a has-been, but I wasn't. I
just needed a fresh perspective, a new start, and a good woman could give me
that. 


I glanced over my shoulder and noticed the
curtains moving back into place. Someone had been watching me. Maybe it was
her, but maybe not. All I could do was hope that if it was, she'd feel bad for
me and come out with something warm to drink. 


If she was the woman I figured her to be,
she would. 


If not...I probably deserved it. 

















 

Chapter 11


Chloe



 


 

I slept horribly, but by the time the sun
came up, I'd come to the conclusion that I was being ridiculous. I was judging
Finn based on a life that I knew nothing about. The fact that Brian had been so
open let me into the reasons why Finn was like he was, but the fact still
remained that it was irrelevant. He wasn't my problem, and I was soon to be
headed home. 


Funny how that resolution faded as my
phone buzzed and I scrambled to get it, thinking that somehow he'd gotten my
number. 



 

Cindy:
Just wanted to let you know I'm on a flight back home. Last night was wicked
fun. Thanks for the hookup. Hope we can do it again soon. Love ya!


Me: Anytime. Be safe. Love you, too. 



 

I tossed the phone toward the other end of
the bed and picked up my pillow, groaning into it loudly. Why did this matter?
I had a million other things to worry about besides some local playboy who
wasn't even going to be a memory in a month. My father was breathing down my
neck to talk about my designs and I had a few, but nothing really worth showing
him yet. My main sketch pad was missing and something told me that I had left
it in the top of the closet back in the dorm room. I checked with Jessie, but
she hadn't gotten back to me to verify if my worries were valid. 


"Chloe?" my father's voice
sounded outside my door as he knocked softly. 


"I'm up." I tugged the covers up
to my chin and looked up as he stuck his head in the room. 


"I'm going to whip up some pancakes. Let's
talk about your designs this morning, okay?"


"Yeah. Alright." I rolled over
and curled up. "Can you put chocolate chips in mine?"


"And pecans?" 


"Yeah. Like Momma used to do." I
closed my eyes. Nothing was working out, and of course, this was the very
moment my father would choose to be nice. It was going to be short lived,
seeing that he was far more interested in his money than me, but it was too
much even for the short stint that it would last. 


"Of course. Hurry up. I have a lunch
date." He closed the door and I rolled out of the bed, hitting the floor
in a crouch. 


A
lunch date. Sex with a chick at lunch on a Sunday? He was going straight to
hell. 


I chuckled at the audacity of my thoughts
and got up, changing into a long cream-colored sweater and a pair of black
tights. After tying my hair in a messy bun, I walked down the hall and made a
beeline for the coffee pot. 


"I'm not sure you're going to want to
talk without me having my large sketch pad. It's got my main dress and shirt
designs in it." I poured the cup and turned to look up at him. 


"Are you okay? Your eyes are puffy.
Were you crying last night?" Concern swept across his face, but it left as
quickly as it appeared. 


"No. Went out drinking." I moved
to the table and sat down, focusing only on the warmth my coffee provided.
"Where's Parker?" 


"He has a gamer day on Sundays with
some of the boys from school. I drop him off at eight and he comes home around
six. It's good for him to get out of the house." My father looked up from
his cooking and seemed to be analyzing me. 


"What?" 


"Nothing. Just noticing how much you
look like a woman. Like your mother." 


"I'm twenty-four, Dad. I grew up
while you weren't looking."


His jaw clenched and I realized how my
words sounded. 


"I didn't mean it like that." I
stood up and he lifted his hand. 


"It's fine. Get your work and let's
talk." He pursed his lips and I knew the conversation was over.


I walked to the room with my head hung
down, pissed at myself for starting off the morning with him on a bad note. I
needed him in a good mood for the discussion we had coming up and now he was
going to be anything but. 


The sketch pad was open on a small
circular table beside the bed. I'd been working on something in the wee hours
of the morning when I couldn't stop thinking about Finn. I snatched it up and
walked back to the kitchen with trepidation rolling over me in great waves. 


"I really don't feel good about
this." I sat down and opened the pad. 


"Well, I'm your investor. Rule number
one is that you should never tell me that. You put on your game face and sell
your designs like I would die without them."


I smiled and shook my head. "No one's
going to die here."


"Right, but the feeling should be the
same, Chloe. No one wants to invest in an artist who sort of thinks her stuff
would be good. We want to jump in the boat with someone that reminds us that
we're about to miss out on the next great thing." His voice was full of
life and his expression reminded me of the man he used to be. 


"Let me ask you this..." I closed
the book and pulled my mug closer to me, using it to warm my hands. "Why
did you choose winter attire? It seems so stuffy and uncreative."


"For that exact reason. I love it up
here in the cold and yet, just like you, I can only stand to be outside for a
few minutes. My 'why' for creating my line of men and women's ski and snowboard
attire was for necessity. Is it the most beautiful design in the world? No. Is
it attractive? Yes. Plus, it's fully functional and will keep you warm in an
arctic freeze."


I realized with a start that I had been
going about my plan all wrong. It wasn't about designing something that I would
wear because it was cute, but coming up with something functional and making it
cute. 


"Brilliant." I glanced down at
my coffee and smiled. "Dad. That's brilliant."


"Right? It's why you had your school
paid in full. There's money in that way of thinking." He moved toward me
and laid a plate of pancakes in front of me. "I know I'm hard on you, but
there's a reason for it."


I wanted to push a little, but I decided
to let it alone. 


He sat down beside me and started to eat.
"Show me what you have."


Opening my binder, I pushed it across the
table. 


"It's a line of t-shirts that I think
would be great sellers on college campuses." I flipped through them
slowly, watching his expression remain unchanged. 


He glanced up. "Who are you selling
these to?"


"College kids. I just said
that."


He shook his head and cut into his
pancakes. "Did you not take any business classes at UCLA, Chloe? College
kids don't have money."


There was a sick sense of relief that
flooded me to see that my father was slipping back into his normal self. If I
didn't feel stupid already coming to sit before him, I did now. 


"Some do. Most of us have allowances,
Dad."


"I'm aware of that, but you're
limiting yourself. A small percentage of the population are college kids."
He pushed the notebook back at me. "I want you to think about designing
something for people in colder climates."


"What? Why? I hate the cold. I'd much
rather design something for the beach. If I had my other notebook, I
could..."


He cut me off. "Well, you don't. Eat
your breakfast before it gets cold and have some new windbreakers designed for
me by later this week. That's your first test to get this very large sum of money
you're after. I love you, but I'm not willing to set you up to fail and lose
money in this venture at the very same time. That would be stupid as a
businessman and as a dad."


"I hate the cold."


"Exactly." He tapped my plate
with his fork to remind me to eat. "Let that drive you to create the
warmest, comfiest, light-weight jacket known to man."


I turned my eyes down and started to eat,
hoping that the large syrupy pancakes would shove the thick ball of hate
building in my chest back down. 


"I know you don't like my request,
but I'm holding the checkbook. Be smart about this. I know you have it in
you."


Him
patronizing me only caused my appetite to plummet. 


I stood and picked up my plate, having
barely touched my pancakes. I dumped it in the sink, picked up my sketch pad
and my coffee, and walked to my room without another word. 


Was it asinine? Absolutely. 


Did I care? Hell no. 


He was a jerk and had been tearing me down
for years. I didn't need his money and I wasn't willing to play his game – at
least I didn't think I was. 


* * * *


I laid around in my room for the next two
hours until I thought my head might explode from counting ceiling tiles. Maybe
I was being childish, but it was namely due to the fact that I always felt like
a child around my father. He made sure of it. 


Grabbing the handle to the door, I pulled
hard and stormed down the hall, ready to give him a piece of my mind. I would
design the best damn windbreaker ever known to man and would outsell everything
in his store ten times over. 


"Dad?" I called out with angst
in my voice. 


Nothing.


I walked out to the garage to find the SUV
gone. 


"Great." I walked back into the
kitchen to see a short note from him. It was a reminder that people who wanted
to win the game were willing to play it. 


I rolled my eyes and hated just how
accurate his statement was. There were a few jackets in the hall closet that
were his, which would be a good start to my experiment. Designing for
functionality was completely different than just letting my mind go. I had to
test out what was wrong with the other jackets and move on from there,
discerning how to make them better, more effective.


I tugged on a large gray jacket and zipped
it up, moving around and liking the feel of it. 


"Let's see how you do in the
cold." I grabbed my notepad and slipped my feet into a pair of furry house
shoes by the front door before walking out on the porch and sitting down on the
swing at the far end. I hadn't realized there was someone shoveling snow, but
seeing him left me feeling badly for him. 


It was far colder than it had been a week
back when I arrived. Why would my father have some poor guy working like that
in the freezing cold temperatures?


This guy must really need money. 


I got up and walked back into the warmth
of the house to make him something warm to drink. I mixed up a mug of hot
chocolate and debated far too long over whether to put marshmallows on the top
or not. I changed into a big pink winter coat and zipped it up tight before
slipping on mittens and trying to get back out of the house without spilling
the hot chocolate. 


Walking quickly down the pathway, I slowed
as I approached him and called out, not wanting to scare him and get a shovel
to the side of the face. 


"Hi! I just realized you were out
here. I figure you might like something to-" I stopped as my breath caught
in my chest. "You have to be kidding me."


Finn. 


His smile was beautiful, but the bright
red on his cheeks and over his nose was concerning. 


"That for me?" He nodded toward
the mug and laid his shovel down. 


There was a split second that I visualized
myself tossing it on him, but I couldn't do it. 


"No. It's for me." I took a sip
and stifled a scream as it burnt my tongue. 


"Oh." His eyes adverted from me
and he turned, picking up his shovel and starting to work again. "I'll be
done soon. I'll leave the invoice in the mailbox as not to bother you
again."


I let out a long sigh as indecision tore
up my insides. "The drink is for you."


"Just set it on the porch and I'll
come get it in a minute. I'm almost done." He continued to work, ignoring
me, which I probably deserved. The sound of him panting softly melted my heart
and left me concerned for him. It was too cold to be sweating outside. He shook
slightly and I was sure it was from the freezing cold temperatures. 


"I'll have it waiting inside for you.
Just knock and I'll let you in." I turned and walked back to the house,
not wanting to keep him out there much longer. I was angry at him, but it was
for selfish reasons. I had pushed Cindy onto him and had no reason to be angry
with him for doing what was natural. 


I was the idiot. 

















 

Chapter 12 


Finn



 


 

The look on her beautiful face was
priceless, but I kept my emotions locked away. She was angry and I was at
fault. She had played a part in it, but ultimately, I'd been a dick. I had gone
over my apology at least thirty times by the time she walked out with the hot
chocolate. 


Her face was so pretty all snuggled into
her jacket and furry hat. She was feminine and petite, yet feisty as hell. I
closed my eyes and continued to shovel faster as the remembrance of having my
hands on her while we dance filled my mind. She fit against me in a way that
made me want to keep her there, pressed to me and in my arms forever. 


I was falling for her in a way that made
little to no sense, but I couldn't help it. It wasn't about sex, though some
part of me wanted to push it there. It was safe to think that I was physically
attracted to her and nothing else. I was beyond attracted to her, but there was
so much more bubbling up inside of me. 


The last shovel full of snow was the
hardest, but it always was. I finished up and put the shovels up and dusted the
snow from my hands and jacket before walking up to the house. I knocked twice
on the door and moved back. 


Chloe opened the door, her jacket gone and
a pretty cream-colored sweater in its place. Her hair was down and a little
messy, which drew me in fast. 


I extended the invoice to her and smiled.
"I'll get something to drink at home. Thanks for the thought,
though."


"Did you know this was my house?"
She lifted her eyebrow and opened the door a little farther. "And, get in
here. I'm not letting you drive home without knowing that you've warmed up a
little. I hope your dad has good worker's comp insurance. You're lucky you
didn't get frostbite out there."


I chuckled and walked in, working to take
my jacket off before leaning over and getting my shoes off. Everything was
soaked in sweat and I started to shiver, which seemed to piss her off even
more. 


"Get over here." She tugged at
my arm and pulled me toward the fireplace before turning it on. "Let me
heat up your drink. Take off your shirt and I'll throw it in the dryer."


"This your way to see me
half-naked?" I teased her, unable to help myself. 


"I could have done that ten times
already, playboy. Do what I told you to do." She disappeared into the
kitchen as I worked to get my socks and t-shirt off. My jeans were soaked, too,
but I didn't think she would appreciate me being naked in her living room. 


"Do your dad or brother have a pair
of sweats I can use?" I called out to her and followed her path into the
kitchen, stopping at the edge of it and taking time to simply watch her. 


She turned and let her eyes move across me
before turning back toward the microwave and grumbling something. 


"Sorry?" I took a step into the
kitchen as she pulled a mug from the microwave and handed it to me. 


"Yes. I'll grab them and you can
change in the bathroom."


"I'm good changing here. It's not
like you've never seen a man naked before...right?"


She put her hand on her hip and closed her
eyes. "Don't make this hard on me or I'll kick you out of here so fast it
will make your head spin."


"Hard on you?" I laughed and
moved closer to her. "You went home with my best friend last night and
left me with eight drunks."


She opened her eyes and pushed at my
chest, hard. "You wanted to go home with Cindy and I dropped Brian off at
his house. You're crazy if you think anything happened between us."


"He's a damn idiot if he didn't
try." I dropped my clothes and reached out, grabbing her hand and pulling
her toward me. "Nothing happened with Cindy. You know why?"


"Why, Finn? Because of your month off
from women?"


I smiled and released her before walking
toward the small room by the kitchen that held the washer and dryer. I slipped
out of my pants and tossed everything in the dryer. After finding an oven mitt,
I walked back in the kitchen holding it in front of my crotch and laughed at
the look she gave me. 


"I didn't do anything with her
because she's not you. Go get me some damn pants or I'm going to resort to
other means of warming up." I moved toward her and she turned, walking
back down the hall quickly. 


"Don't touch me. I'm not interested
in anything you have to offer." She disappeared into a dark room and I
forced myself not to follow her. Our relationship couldn't be built on sex. It
needed a solid friendship. I needed one. Hell, she seemed to, as well. 


I moved to the fireplace and moved the
mitten, warming my body fully and relaxing as the chill finally began to leave
me. 


The sound of her gasp caused me to look
over my shoulder. "Like what you see?"


"It's an ass. Everyone has one."
She walked over to me and laid the pants over my shoulder. "I'll wait for
you at the table."


"Thank you," I mumbled and put
them on, grateful that someone in her family was tall. Too bad they had
SpongeBob and Patrick dancing across them in various motions. "You did
this on purpose."


"I did." She pressed her fingers
to her lips and laughed. "You look great, though."


"Right?" I flexed my pecs and
sat down, reaching for the drink. "Thanks for this."


"Did you know this was my father's
place?" She sat back and drew her legs up to her chest. 


I wanted to lie, but couldn't force myself
to do it. "I did. I heard Cindy say your last name at the club and realized
that my father had a client by the same name. I had to pull a few strings, and
it's creepy, I know, but I couldn't not see you again. I shouldn't want to, but
I do." I shrugged and lifted the mug to my mouth. 


"You're right. I've done nothing but
judge you." She rubbed her fingers over her lips and watched me closely,
leaving my need to reach out for her rising by the minute. "Forgive
me."


"Already done." I shrugged.
"So, tell me why you were the designated driver last night?"


"Because I'm a light weight and
alcohol usually leads to horrible decisions for me."


"Note to self, get her drunk." I
winked and set the mug down. "Let me take you on the slopes again?"


"You don't give up, do you?"


"Not sure. I've never had to try,
honestly." I ran my fingers through my hair and let out a content sigh.
Things were going far better than I'd imagined. 


"You've never had to work hard to get
a woman's attention." She snorted and dropped her legs down before leaning
in. The sweet smell of her perfume rushed in to greet me, and I jerked back to
keep myself from accosting her. 


"Nope. I'm not saying I'm all that,
Chloe. Just telling you the life I've lived." 


"Why don't you have a girlfriend or a
wife then? Surely, one of the women would have meant something to you over all
these years." She crossed her arms over her chest and shook her head.
"I'm struggling with this a lot."


"I understand that. I struggle with
it, too." I sucked my bottom lip in my mouth, trying to figure out how to
explain it to her. "So, the last girl I took out took me back to her
place..."


She cut me off as her hand flew in the
air. "Hold up. I do not under any circumstances want to hear any of your
sex stories."


"Why? You jealous?" I chuckled,
expecting her to swat at me or flip me off. 


"Yes. Actually, I am, and I'm
struggling with that, too." She kept my gaze, not at all uncomfortable
with admitting that she was feeling something for me. 


Something loosened inside of me and I
relaxed. 


Good.
It's not just me. 


"I'm not telling you any of my
stories, Chloe. I was just going to explain how ninety-nine percent of women
aren't looking for a second date, but just another fuck. I'm just a fuck."
I shrugged and glanced outside, not realizing how much it would hurt to say it
out loud. 


"What happened with the girl?"
Her voice was soft as she moved closer, her knees brushing mine. 


"She invited me back to her place and
showed me off in front of her two friends, basically inviting them to join
us." I turned my attention back to her. 


"Did they join you?"


"No. I'm not like that." I
shrugged again. "I guess most guys would be, but I can't be with more than
one woman at a time. I left after her friend told me that the girl had
herpes."


"Oh my God." She lifted her hand
to her face as she visibly paled. 


Probably not the best thing to tell a girl
that I wanted to take to bed for the rest of my life, but she needed to
understand my side of the story. 


"Right? My fucked up life." I
let out a chuckle, but it fell flat.


"I'm sorry for being so cruel. I'm
just not interested in a one-night stand. I just got out of a long relationship
and honestly, falling for someone that's not going to be in my life in the
future isn't something I'm willing to do." 


"I understand that. I'm not asking
you to sleep with me, nor am I offering you a ring."


"Then what are you asking,
Finn?"


"A friendship? A ski buddy? Do you
like horror movies?" I smiled and moved closer. "We can be friends
from a distance, right? And when you come back, if you do, we'll hit the slopes
again together. I'd love a new friend, someone who didn't prance me around
town."


She shook her head. "I'd like a
friendship, but understand that I'm leaving in two weeks. My father is helping
me start a clothing line and that's the only reason I'm in this house."


I looked around and nodded. "Where is
your mother?"


"She died eight years ago." She
lifted her free hand up to wipe at her face. "It's been different since
then. Everything has." 


I wanted to pull her in my arms and promise
her the world so damn bad, but she didn't want that. Hell, she barely wanted
the friendship I offered so freely. 


"I understand that completely."
I smiled. "I need to go, but let me take you around town tomorrow. Nothing
but good times and great treats. I know some killer dessert shops."


"You don't have to work?" 


"I'll be calling in sick if you're
free." I smiled wickedly. 


"I think I can swing it, but no
telling anyone that it was my fault." She got up and walked back to the
laundry room, coming back out with my clothes folded. 


I finished the drink and took them from
her. "Thanks for this. I can't tell you how much better I feel. I was a
dick last night and have been hating myself since. So, forgive me."


"Already done." She smiled and
nodded to the back of the house. "You can change back there."


"I'm good, unless your dad will miss
his favorite pants." I glanced down at them and laughed as she did, too. 


"No. Keep them, but get your shoes
on. You'll freeze out there."


"Yes, ma'am." I worked to get my
boots on and pulled my coat over my shoulders before opening the door and
turning to tell her goodbye. Her nearness surprised me. 


"Promise me that we can be friends
and nothing more." Her gaze moved down toward my mouth. She wanted a kiss
as bad as I did. Well, so I hoped.


"I'll try my best, Chloe." I
leaned in and kissed her cheek. "I'm only a man, though. Remember
that."


"It's hard to forget." She moved
back and smiled. "Get out of here before I make a bad decision."


"Sounds like I might be a bad
influence on you."


"Or me on you." She winked and
closed the door behind me, leaving my heart pounding in my chest and body
completely on fire for her. 


Friends...right.



















 

Chapter 13


Chloe



 


 

Getting a chance to talk to Finn and clear
the air left me with a new perspective on things. I set my alarm and woke up
early the next morning, wanting to get a fresh start on the week and hoping to
figure out a way to impress my father beyond what he thought me capable of. He
wanted a new jacket that was incredibly functional. I wanted something cute and
modern that left women feeling attractive. Why not combine the two? I was
buzzing with ideas as I danced toward the kitchen, singing my favorite Adele
song off-tune. 


"What are you doing up so
early?" My father glanced up from the kitchen table. He was dressed in a
black suit and a blue button down shirt. 


"Just decided to gain new perspective
on all of these changes in my life. It feels good. I want to get the day
started." I shrugged and stopped behind him to brush a string from his
back. "I'm making me an omelet. You want something?"


"I'd love two eggs over easy, but I
usually have to get up early enough to stop by Jerry's to get them. I never did
get your mother to teach me how she made them." He smiled and my heart
broke over his loss. He still wasn't over her. Jessie was right about his angst
most likely being tied to losing her. Where Parker and I had another life ahead
of us, my dad was still trying to push past the one he'd expected to last
forever. 


"Well, she taught me, so I'll make
you some. Ham or bacon for you?" I moved to the fridge and started to pull
the various items out that we would need. 


"Whatever is easiest."
He went back to his paper as I cut up items for my omelet. I figured I'd make
one for Parker seeing that he would eat anything I put in front of him. 


"So, why did you and Parker decide to
stay here for the full semester? His idea or yours?" I poured me a cup of
coffee and checked my phone, realizing that I hadn't given Finn my number. 


Damn.
Wait...the invoice.


"He likes it here, and I really
didn't mind working remotely to let him try it out. He's been taking
snowboarding lessons, but I don't like the guy he's been training with. He's
just not as good as Parker needs him to be. The pupil has already become the
master."


"Really? I met a guy the other day
that supposedly has insane snowboarding skills. I could ask him to help Parker
in his spare time." I shrugged as my Dad glanced up from his paper. 


"That would be great. Let me know his
fee, and I'll want to meet him." He pulled out his phone and turned from
me, which gave me a minute to snoop around the house for the invoice as the
oven heated. 


I had no luck and the smell of butter
burning on the stove had me jogging back to my place in the kitchen. 


My father stood and walked to the coffee
pot as he ended his call. "That was one of my clients. I might have to fly
to Texas tomorrow night, and Parker has a sleepover with some friends. Are you
going to be okay alone here?" 


"Of course. I'm a grown-ass woman,
remember?"


He gave me a smirk and stole a pinch of
the shredded cheese from the pile I'd grated. I lightly slapped his hand away, and
he chuckled. 


"You're so much like your
mother." He lifted his mug to his lips and got a faraway look in his eye. 


"You still miss her, Dad?"


He looked at me and smiled sadly. "So
much. I never imagined a day in my life would be without her. I feel like she
took my warmth with her."


Tears filled my eyes and I turned back to
the stove, not responding so that he wouldn't hear how deeply I hurt for him.
He wouldn't appreciate it. 


"I'm going to wake your lazy-ass
brother up. I want him to see about getting a job in town. He needs to learn
responsibility." As he walked down the hall, I pulled a paper-towel from
the roll, dabbing at my eyes and promising myself that no matter what, I was
going to work on my relationship with my dad. It would take every bit of
patience I possibly had, but my mother would have wanted us closer, and here I
was helping to fuel the fire that forced us apart. 


I finished my father's breakfast and
handed him the plate as he walked back into the kitchen. 


"Two eggs over easy and bacon. Toast
should pop up any minute." I walked to the table and pushed his papers
around. "Dad. Where is the invoice from the snow shoveling company?"


"It's in the den on my desk. I'll pay
it today, but I'm going to call Clark and give him a piece of my mind."


"Who's Clark?" I glanced up as
my brother walked up, his eyes wide as if warning me to tread lightly. 


"He's the bastard that owns the
company." 


Finn's
dad. Not good. 


"Why is he a bastard?" I flipped
Parker's omelet onto a plate and sprinkled it with cheese before handling it to
him and ruffling his hair. 


He moved to the refrigerator and brought
out a jug of orange juice, drinking straight from it. 


"Parker. Son, that's disgusting. Just
mark that one as yours and don't do it again." My dad grimaced at my
brother before turning his attention back to me. "He and I have had issues
in the past."


"Why are you upset this time? The
driveway looks great and the poor guy that did it had to have frozen his butt
off."


"That poor guy was his son. He knows
that I don't want that boy over here." He glanced up and pinned me with a
hard stare. "He sleeps around, is going nowhere in life, and looks like
the angel that he's not. I don't like him or his father."


"Dad..." I moved to sit down at
the table as Parker joined us and snorted. 


"Don't even try, Sis. I wanted to
take snowboard lessons from Finn and Dad had a fit. He's not going to let you
reason with him." 


"Is that the friend that you wanted to talk to me about lessons for Parker
with?" My dad lifted his eyebrow sharply. 


"What? No. I don't even know this
guy. All I was going to say is that everyone has a story. I'm not the same
person I was before Mom died. Part of my pain and anger bleeds into how I act,
but if you didn't know that I lost my mom, you would judge me unfairly."


"I'm not interested in talking about
this. I don't want the boy over here. Period. Clark knows that. He probably
realized you were home and sent the boy over to steal your heart. He's a
vicious bastard like that." He shrugged and went back to his paper. 


I turned to Parker and mouthed, 'What the fuck?’


He snorted and laughed as Dad glanced up
and looked between us. "What?"


"Nothing, but there is a story there.
Inquiring minds want to know what."


"None of your business," my
father barked. "Don't forget to clean up the kitchen when you're
done."


"I always do, Dad." I rolled my
eyes and turned my attention back to my brother as I got up and walking back
into the kitchen to finally make my breakfast. "What's your plan
today?"


"I'm in a gamer contest." He
smiled and wagged his eyebrows. "Wanna take the
reins and win a few rounds of Resident Evil for me?"


"Your sister doesn't play video
games. She's an adult." My father never looked up from his paper. 


Chuckling, I turned back to the stove.
"I can't today, buddy. I'm doing some research for this new investor with
deep pockets and a stiff personality. I gotta win him
over."


I glanced over my shoulder as my father's
lip lifted in a subtle smirk, but he tried to hide it. 


"How about tomorrow we do
something?" Parker finished his breakfast and brought the plate in the
kitchen. 


"I thought Dad said you had a
sleepover tomorrow." I took his plate and wiped it off, willing to use it
for my breakfast, too. Less to clean. 


"I do, but we can spend the day
together." He squeezed my shoulders from behind. "I'll teach you to
snowboard."


"Yeah. Okay. I'd like that," I
agreed. I pulled from him and worked to finish my breakfast. My father kissed
the top of my head before leaving, which was a surprise. The last time we'd
hugged or kissed had been the day I left for college five years ago. 


* * * *


I pulled up the address for Warner Removal
Services and plugged it in my GPS before changing into a pair of jeans, a cute
sweater, and knee-high boots. I fixed my hair and put on a little bit of lip
gloss. We were just going to be friends, so I needed to look nice, but not hot.



I checked my appearance one more time
before letting out an angry growl and leaving the house. I would always find a
million things wrong with me. It seemed to be one of the criteria for being a
woman in my early twenties. 


I made it to Finn's father's shop within
twenty minutes and then sat in the parking lot, trying to decide how to go
about getting his number. Maybe one of the other guys that worked with him
would just give it to me. I didn't think talking to his dad was a good idea
seeing that my dad and him had some bad blood between
them. 


It was already ten, and the day was moving
by quickly. If Finn had asked off to spend it with me, like he said he was
going to, I wanted to get it started. 


Getting out of the SUV, I pulled my scarf
tighter and walked up to the large hanger doors that were open. No one was
standing outside, so I walked in and looked around. The building was like a
mechanic's shop, with various machines and plows all over the place. I wasn't
sure where to go and was quickly losing my nerve. 


"Hello?" I called out and slid
my hands into my pockets. 


A stocky older man with a buzz-cut and
piercing blue eyes walked out from the back. His flannel shirt and jeans fit
him well. He was attractive by anyone’s standards. 


"Morning, ma'am. How can I help
you?" 


As he moved closer, I realized from the
resemblance that he was Finn's dad. How could he and my father have so much in
common and yet hate each other? Both of their wives were deceased, they both
loved Aspen, and both owned their own companies. Seemed like they would be the
best of friends. 


Odd.


I extended my hand and smiled. "I'm
Chloe. I'm looking for Finn. I assume he works here."


The man smiled warmly and took my hand.
"I'm Clark, his father. Nice to meet you."


"The pleasure is all mine." I
glanced around and turned back to Clark. "He promised me he would call in
sick and spend the day showing me the town, but don't tell his boss."


He chuckled and released my hand.
"Did he now?"


"He did, but there's a problem with
his promise." I lifted an eyebrow, liking the guy in front of me already. 


"There usually is with that
boy."


"He didn't get my number and I don't
have his." I shrugged. 


"Well, come on in here and let's call
him together. We'll have him stop by and surprise him. What do you think?"
He nodded and walked back toward the open door at the back of the warehouse. 


Pulling one over on Finn was far better
than just getting his number. I followed him and forced down the giggle that
burned inside my chest. 


"Were you part of the clubbing party
Saturday night?" Clark glanced over his shoulder at me. 


"I was, but I took Brian home and
then went home myself. I think Finn was a little put off with us leaving him
with all the drunks, but he took care of them. I was impressed. I'd have left
them there." I took a seat as he motioned for me to inside a cramped
office filled with papers and parts. 


"He's a good boy, just needs a good
woman to get his ass on track."


I smirked and turned my attention to the
small picture sitting on Clark's desk as he put the call to Finn on speaker
phone. 


"Can I?" I asked, reaching for
the picture. 


"Of course. That's my Sara. She
passed ten years ago. Best woman in the world." His eyes grew misty as I
looked up, and sadness rolled over me for his loss. 


The picture was at Christmas. Sara, Clark,
and a teenage Finn were all dressed up to go skiing. The smiles on their faces
were warm and full of love. Tears burned my eyes and I set the picture down,
trying to not let them fall, but it didn't work. 


Clark hung up the phone and shook his
head. 


"He's not up." He looked over at
me as his eyes widened. "Oh, honey. You don't need to cry." 


I took the Kleenex he handed me and dabbed
my eyes. "I lost my mom eight years ago. Finn and I talked about it a
little the other day, but he seemed so closed off to it."


Clark crossed his hands over his stomach
and nodded. "I guess you have to be when part of your world
dissipates."


"Yes, Sir. I think me, my brother,
and my daddy are to."


"What did you say your last name was,
sweetie?" He stood as the sound of Finn's voice shocked both of us. 


I flinched, not wanting to give it up and
yet not willing to lie. "It's Burke."


His eyes widened a little and his
expression changed, but I could see him forcing himself not to respond. 


"Dad? Where are you? Shit. I need
access to a cl-" Finn stopped in his tracks as I looked over my shoulder
at him. 


"Nope. You don't. All client files
are confidential." I stood and laughed as the two men around me did, as
well. 


"She's right boy, and she gave you up
on calling in. You're lucky I like her." Clark pressed his hands to the
desk and looked up at me. "Have fun. Be good to my boy."


"Yes, Sir." I smiled and moved
toward Finn, taking the hand he offered me. 


I didn't know what happened between our dads,
but maybe Finn did. One thing was for sure, I was determined to find out. 

















 

Chapter 14


Finn



 


 

Finding Chloe in my father's office almost
caused my heart to stop, and yet something was so right about her being there.
I watched the way my old man interacted with her and my heart melted. Never in
my life had I been in love. To think I was with Chloe was ridiculous, and yet I
wanted her to stay in Aspen. She would fit into my life and I into hers. I
needed to get to know her better before really coming to that conclusion, but
something deep inside of me told me that it was already a given. 


I winked at my dad and walked out with the
pretty blonde, my hand tightly wrapped around hers. I shook my head at her when
she tried to tug out of my grasp. 


"Heck, no. You trip on nothingness.
There are tools and wires everywhere in here. You should come with your own
warning sign." I smiled and ducked as her other hand swung at my chest. 


"Hey. Maybe I meant to trip to see if
any hot guys would step in and save me," she said as her cheeks colored. I
opened the door to the truck on her side. We could get her SUV later. I wanted
to spend as much time in her presence as she would allow. 


"Nobody accidentally trips as much as
you." I smiled and helped her into the car. "You want to get a cup of
coffee at the shop by the slopes?"


"Yeah, but I don't want to ski today.
Kills my legs and I promised my little brother I would take him out tomorrow.
He's going to teach me to snowboard." 


I narrowed my eyes playfully and shut the
door on her side before jogging over to my side and getting in. 


"What was the look for?" She
turned on the heater after I started the truck. 


"I want to teach you to
snowboard." I tugged off my hat and breathed warm air against my hands.


"Come with us. He's supposedly good
at it, but I know he's looking to get better." 


"I have to work tomorrow, but if you
guys can wait until I get off, I'm all for it." I pulled out of the
parking lot and glanced back to see my father and Milly standing in the open
door, his arm around her shoulders as they watched us leave. 


I prayed something would become of them.
The old man needed a woman as bad as I did. 


"We'll wait for you." She leaned
in and pressed her hands to the heaters. "My brother is going to a
sleepover tomorrow night and my father's going out of town. You want to maybe
snowboard with us and then come over? I'll make dinner and we can watch a movie
or something."


Damn, things were changing fast. 


I glanced over at her as my heart swelled
in my chest. She was a vision of beauty and so much more than I deserved to be
around, even as just a friend. 


"I'd love to, but that sure sounds
like a date. Friends don't date." I chuckled at the look she gave me. 


"I said snowboarding, dinner, and a
movie, not skinny dipping and an all-night fuck-fest." 


I growled low in my chest as my body woke
up and lust rolled through me. "Watch it."


"What?" She gave me an innocent
look and I thought to threaten her with a spanking, but kept it to myself. Just
the vision of spanking her caused my mind to wander down one dark alley after
another. By the time we arrived at the coffee shop, I was having trouble
breathing. 


"You okay?" Chloe reached over
and touched my arm. 


"Yeah. Just getting a cold, I think.
Ignore me." I got out of the truck and pulled my scarf off. It was
freezing outside, but I was burning up. 


She walked around the truck and lifted her
hand to press the back of her fingers against my head. "You're sweating,
Finn. I think you have a fever for real. We don't have to hang out today.
Seriously."


Telling her that I thought I was having
withdrawals from sex would sound insanely creepy, so that wasn't happening. I
pulled her hand down and intertwined mine with hers. 


"It's nothing. Just hot for
you."


She chuckled. "Friends don't get hot
for each other."


"Tell that to my fever." I
walked to the coffee shop and held the door open for her. 


She moved past me, and I breathed in
subtly, wanting to smell the scent that was uniquely hers. Remaining friends
was going to be an exercise in restraint. As long as we weren't alone, snuggled
up, and watching a movie – like she wanted to do tomorrow night – we'd be fine.



I rolled my eyes and moved up to the
counter, letting out a long breath and glancing up at the menu. 


"Finn Warner. How are you?" A
cute blonde moved up beside me and wrapped her arm around my back, giving me an
awkward hug from the side. 


"Good, girl. How about you?" I
smiled at her and tugged from her hold. The last time an ex-lover approached,
Chloe was long gone by the time I could get free. 


"I'm great. You were supposed to call
me. " She giggled and pawed at my chest. 


I tugged Chloe up beside me and wrapped an
arm around her shoulders. "I'm so rude. This is my fiancée, Chloe. She's
from California." 


She stiffened in my hold, but extended her
hand and introduced herself. I chuckled as the other girl rolled her eyes and
walked out of the coffee shop. 


"Does this happen a lot to you?"
Chloe looked up at me and I realized she was still tucked under my arm. I
wanted to kiss her so bad it hurt. 


"More than I care to discuss." I
released her and looked up at the menu. "Black coffee for me and whatever
my girl's having."


I moved to the pickup counter, letting her
order as I fingered through the chocolate bars, trying to decide if something
sweet was in order for so early in the morning. 


She moved up beside me and bumped her
shoulder against mine. "I'm not your girl, Finn. Stop telling people
that."


"Why? You on the market?" I
lifted an eyebrow and pushed back against her shoulder. 


"No. I'm just looking for a friend,
remember?"


"Right, and a good friend would let
all these other hungry fools think that you belong to him so that they leave
you alone." I moved back and took my coffee as the barista put it in front
of me. "Please don't lie and tell me that no other guys have hit on you
while you've been here."


"A few, I guess." She took her
coffee and nodded in agreement. "I see your point. I'm good with you
calling me yours to spare me more attention and to help you cover the trail for
the hookers after your body."


"They are, aren't they?" I
smirked. 


"They are, what? Hookers?"


"No, baby. After this sexy body.
Jeez." I chuckled as she pretended to gag. "You know you want
it."


"So bad." She fanned herself and
rolled her eyes while walking to a small table near the window. 


If only she were telling the truth. I
could see her underneath me, lost to passion in a way that only I could give to
her. I wanted that moment so bad, and yet I needed to leave it alone. It would
consume me if I wasn't careful. 


"How long do I get you today and
what's on the agenda?" I sat down and leaned over to blow at the top of my
coffee. 


"As long as you want, but I have to
do some research. My father's funding my clothing line
in January, as I mentioned."


"You did. I assume your degree is in
design?"


"Yes, from UCLA."


"Right, so why the research?
Something to do with your old man?"


"Yeah. He wants me to come up with a
new windbreaker by Thursday that's not only functionally better than most that
are already available, but is modern, fashionable. On point."


"On point?" I lifted my eyebrow
and smirked. 


"Never mind." She grinned and
played with the top of her drink. "Let's go to a few clothing stores and
we'll try on windbreakers together. I need to figure out a few things about
both men's and women's. You're going to be my Guinea pig. That okay?"


"Sure, but I'll need your help later,
too." I took a drink of my coffee and tried to keep my expression
straight. 


"Absolutely. Doing what?" Her
green eyes searched my face, and I tucked my hand under my leg to keep from
reaching out and touching the side of her face. 


"Research for the fastest way to
bring a woman to orgasm." I glanced down and chuckled as she slapped my
arm and yelped. 


"Jesus, Finn. For real?"


I looked up and couldn't stop laughing.
"No, baby. I'm kidding...unless."


"No. Absolutely not. You're so
fucking corrupt."


"But you like it." I tugged my
hand free and reached for her before I could stop myself. I tilted my head to
the side and slid my fingers along her cheek, loving the beautiful innocence
that sat on her. "Tell me you like it."


She stared at me for a moment and I wished
I knew what she was thinking. At least, she hadn’t shoved my hand away.


“Even if I do, it doesn’t matter. I don’t
want to start anything and then leave. But hey, I think you’re a good guy.”


She cupped her hand around mine, sealing
the memory in my mind for when she would leave me. 


* * * *


I walked towards her in a red jacket as
she put on a thin white one. 


"Now what?" I reached out and
helped button the front of hers, not thinking twice about helping her, though
she seemed a little stiff by my nearness. It felt too natural to me not to give
into it. 


"We need to go outside, but I'm not
sure they'll let us." She pushed at me. "I can get it. Find another
way to get your hands all over me. Jeez."


"Is that an invitation? Because I
have a million excuses that will seem reasonable." I laughed and turned to
find the nearest sales associate, motioning for him to join us. 


"Yes, Sir. How can I help you?"
He smiled and me as he turned his attention to Chloe,
a smile slid across his face. I knew how he felt. 


"We need to see how these feel
outside. You got a place we can test them against the wind and cold?" 


"Of course. That balcony right over
there is open for you to use. It doesn't have another exit, except through the
store, so feel free." He spoke to me, but kept his eyes on Chloe. 


I coughed and got his attention before
shaking my head. "Don't."


He adverted his eyes and walked away,
clearing his throat and blushing. 


"What was that?" Chloe laughed
softly and nudged my arm. 


The arm nudge was one step closer to the
end game. Now, if we could just move to small kisses, just a friendly peck when
the moment called for it. I wanted to taste her lips so damn bad, but I knew
I'd have to wait for her to make that move. Patience wasn't anywhere near my
strong suit. 


"It was man-speak for 'stop looking
at my girl or I'll bend your ass over.'" I winked and opened the door for
her. 


"But I'm not your girl." She
lifted her eyebrows. 


"You are for pretend, right? You're
killing me over here. Are we together or are we not? I'm losing my shit, and
you just don't understand me. You never have." I pulled at my hair and she
laughed, slapping me before forcing a serious smile on her face. 


"Be serious for a minute. I need to
test these jackets out. My dad is a hard sell, and I really want to impress
him." She took a deep breath and closed her eyes before peaking back at
me. "Close your eyes. You need to feel the jacket."


I rolled my eyes and snorted. "Oh,
shit. Is this one of those California yoga things we're about to do?"


She laughed and hit my chest. "No,
but you have to concentrate."


"I am, but I'm not closing my eyes.
Ask your questions and let’s get into the next jacket." I leaned against
the railing and watched her closely. There was a light inside of her that
burned brighter when she was talking designs and colors. She was going to be
great at what she did, and I realized that I wanted to support her in any way
she would let me. I'd try on coats all damn day if that's what she needed. 


"Why won't you close your eyes?
Afraid of the dark?" She smirked and brushed her hands down her jacket as
if trying to get a feel for it. 


"Naw. I
don't want to miss a minute of this."


"Of what?" She looked up as her
smile faded. 


"Of my time with you." I winked
and moved toward her as tears filled her eyes again. "Well, damn. I didn't
mean to upset you. I was just trying to explain why I didn't want to close my
eyes."


She reached up and pressed her hands to my
chest as I pulled her into a hug. "It's not that, I just..." 


"Just what? Tell me what I'm doing
and I'll stop. There's no crying on shopping day. Jeez, girl. You didn't read
the damn rules?" I leaned down and brushed my nose past hers, trying to
get her to look into my eyes and see the good times I was trying to present. 


She closed her eyes and moved up, pressing
her lips to mine. That was it. 


A floodgate broke loose inside of me. I
moved one of my hands up to let my fingers slide into her long, silky hair as I
tilted my head and pressed my tongue against her lips. I wanted in. 


She whimpered softly and opened her mouth,
the combination of her need and taste driving me insane. I pressed my hips
forward and kissed and licked at her mouth as she took every bit of what I
offered and seemed to want more. 


I broke the kiss and closed my eyes,
brushing my lips by hers as I panted. "I've wanted that since we
met."


"Me, too, now stop being so damn
sweet." She brushed her fingers by my lips and I kissed them before moving
back. 


"Right. No being sweet." I
winked. "Ask your questions on the jacket and let's get out of here. I
want to show you a little frozen pond not far from my place. It's going to get
dark before we know it."


"Okay." She tugged at the front
of the jacket and dove into question after question about comfort, color,
warmth, flexibility, and texture. I answered them all as best I could while
trying to stave off my dizziness. 


It was the weirdest feeling in the world. 


Wanting someone and thinking that it could
be forever. 


Forever was such a long time. 


How could anyone agree to forever?


I didn't know, but I knew one thing was
for sure. 


I wanted to find out. 

















 

Chapter 15


Chloe



 


 

The kiss was so far beyond what I
expected, and I wanted another and another. The way he looked at me left no
doubt inside of me that he wasn't looking for one night of passion, but lots of
them. I'd worked so damn hard for five years to get my degree so I could live
the life I had planned. I was going to design summer clothes for college kids
and then find the right movie star in L.A. that I could latch onto. Fame would
be mine, and it would be me that would walk down the catwalk at the end of the
show, gaining accolades for my work. 


Why did it feel like the light was dimming
on that future all of a sudden? I'd been in Colorado for almost two weeks. That
wasn't long enough to learn to ski, much less fall for a local who seemed to
have every girl's attention. 


I pulled out my phone and read through the
data that Finn and I had gathered as he sang soft and tapped the steering wheel
of his old truck. 


"Where is this place again?" I
glanced up from my phone and let my eyes move across him. His body was hidden behind
his jacket and sweater, but the memory of seeing him shirtless left my heart
racing. The swell of muscles on his chest and tantalizing grid of them along
his stomach was something I wanted to see again...up close. 


"It's just a stone's throw from my cabin."
His brow pulled tight and he reached over and took my hand. "You okay? You
look like something is wrong."


I pulled my hand back and let out a short
sigh. "No, I'm just tired. I haven't transitioned well to the altitude and
the bed at my dad's sucks."


"Well, I can't do much about the
altitude, but you're more than welcome to try my bed on for size." He
wagged his eyebrows, and I rolled my eyes. 


"Good try, playboy." I pulled my
legs up in the seat and wrapped my arms around them. "Do you miss your mom
still?"


"All the time." He turned the
radio down and pulled into a short driveway. A quaint log cabin sat at the end
of the drive ahead of us. It stole my breath. It was unassuming and personal,
peaceful and serene. "You?"


"Yeah. So much." I smiled over at
him. "Please tell me this is your place."


"It is. I don't bring anyone here.
Ever." He shrugged. "Only me, my dad, and
Brian have been inside. Feel special."


I reached for the handle, wanting to see
the inside as if I might discover something new about the beautiful man next to
me. "I do."


He moved to the front of the truck and
walked ahead of me to open the door. The snow was thick and while he'd done a
great job of shoveling my father's driveway, his was heavy with snow. 


I walked in behind him and breathed in
deeply at the smell of his cologne and shampoo mixed with vanilla. The studio
was only two rooms, one being the combination kitchenette, small living room,
and holding a two-person table. The other in the back was a bedroom big enough
for the queen-sized bed Finn had and the bathroom. 


"It's only big enough for one person,
but it's mine and I love it." He leaned against the wall near the kitchen.


I brushed my fingers by his hand as I
walked through, picking up various pictures and trinkets. He didn't say a word,
but let me explore until I was content. 


I picked up the copy of Moby Dick next to his bed and held it up
as I snorted. "You're reading a classic?"


"What, Moby Dick? Naw...that's about growing
your penis to massive proportions. Silly girl. A classic?" He rolled his
eyes and the laugh that came out of me was deep and far warmer than anything I
remembered feeling lately. 


I wanted to ask him to not wake me up.
Something inside of me was warming again and the apathy that had settled over
me years before was cracking. It was frightening and exhilarating all at the
same time. 


"Show me this pond and then I need to
get home." I moved toward him with a smile on my face. 


"Anything you want." He moved
back and opened the door, letting me go through first. 


"Looks like the sun's going to set
soon." I wrapped my arms around my middle and looked back at him. "It
gets so cold when the sun goes down."


"Agreed. That's why you need a friend
to go out and play with you. Otherwise, you'd freeze your ass off and they'd
never find you in this wasteland." He put his arm over my shoulders and I
snuggled into him as we walked into the woods. 


"Have you really lived here your
whole life?" I asked, enjoying his comfort far more than I should. 


"I sure have. I'll die here,
too."


"Yeah? Not interested in being
anywhere else? Just love the snow too much or what?" I couldn't imagine
living in a cold climate my whole life. 


"Well, for starters, it's all I know.
My dad's here, which is a big deal, too. I don't have brothers or sisters, and
though he's an ass most days of the week, he's my ass." He chuckled.
"Well, he's not my ass, per se."


I laughed. "I've seen your ass, and
your dad looks nothing like it."


He blushed and took a deep breath. "I
want to build a lodge where families can come. Dad's worked so hard his whole
life, but we've never gotten to go anywhere. Seems like every time we tried, it
was too expensive or he had too much work to do. So, I want to have a ski
resort that's reasonably priced and welcomes large families. Just loads of
activities for the kids and then some for the couples, you know...to
reconnect."


"I love it. I think it's
brilliant." I wrapped my arm around his back and rubbed softly, not
realizing what I was doing, but simply going with the desire to be closer to
him. 


"It's not going to happen, but it's
all good."


"Why not?" I pulled him to a
stop, confused at his reasoning. 


"Dreams take money to build. I have a
lot of heart and loads of passion, but money has never been something we've
had." He smiled so authentically that I was stunned into silence. I'd
judged him all wrong. He was nothing like I thought him to be. "It's okay,
though. If it's meant to happen, it will."


I stepped back and lost my footing,
wanting to respond, but rolling down the small hill behind me instead. I landed
on my back and laughed so hard that tears sprung to my eyes. 


"Chloe!" He ran after me,
skidding to his knees as he bent over me with fear in his face. "Are you
okay? Are you hurt? Can you move?" 


I swatted at him. "Yes. I'm just
stupid levels of clumsy."


"I'm aware." He smiled and
offered me a hand. 


I took it and turned, pulling him down
with me and rolling us until he was on his back and I was laid out across the
top of him. He reached up and pushed my hair back before consuming my mouth
with another hot kiss. 


I moaned deeply in my chest and gave
myself over to him. I opened my mouth and sucked gently at his tongue as it
darted in and out of my mouth. He rolled it against mine, and I groaned again
at how good of a kisser he was, the slow sensual way he moved left me with no
doubt that one night in his arms would never be enough. 


He broke the kiss and brushed his nose
against mine. "Such a bad girl."


"You've no idea," I whispered,
kissed him quickly and got up. 


"Well, damn you for making me want to
know." 


I offered him a hand and he took it,
pulling hard and causing me to fall back down. We rolled around in the snow
playfully, laughing and tossing small handfuls of the soft powder at each
other. 


"How can you not love it here?" he
asked as he sat up and brushed his hair. 


"I guess it reminds me too much of my
mother." I shrugged and sat up. I worked to brush his back and shoulders
off and then he returned the favor. It was fine until he ran his hands over my
hair slowly, gripping lightly and tugging a little. 


"You're so fucking beautiful. I
honestly haven't ever seen a woman more intriguing, more naturally stunning
than you." He touched the side of my face as his eyes moved along my face,
leaving me to feel treasured. 


"You're just being sweet." I
forced a chuckle and got up, using his shoulder. 


"No, I'm really not." He got up
and pointed just behind us. "There's the pond. Looks like we had a sense
of direction that worked in our favor today."


I looked back at the pond and smiled. It
looked like something out of a Hallmark movie. "Can you ice skate on
it?"


"I'm sure you can, but I've never
tried. We should try sometime. The damn thing is frozen like that most of the
year." He moved in behind me and wrapped his arms around my shoulders. 


I relaxed against him and asked a question
that kept bouncing around in my mind. "Do you know what's up with our dads?"


"They're anal-retentive?"


I chuckled. "No. My dad can't seem to
stand your dad, which is so weird. They have a lot in common. Know the story
behind it?"


"Not a clue. I had no idea there was
an issue." 


The wind picked up and I shivered, getting
cold all of a sudden. I turned in his arms and looked up at him. "Let's go
back to your place. Do you have anything to eat?"


"We can whip up a stew or something.
I have potatoes and meat."


"You can cook?" I asked, moving
up beside him as he wrapped me in a side hug and kissed my cheek. 


"Yep. Way better than any of the men
in my family."


"I thought it was just you and your dad?"
I looked up at him as my heart fluttered in my chest. 


"I have a grandfather and uncles,
silly girl." He shook his head and snorted. 


"Then, you're cooking. I've been
cooking since I got here. My brother was living on Cheez-Its
and gummy worms."


"That actually sounds
delicious." He released me as we got back to his place. 


"Boys," I mumbled and walked in
as I started to pull off my coat, gloves, and scarf. 


"Men, actually. I'm not a boy
anymore. My father calls me a grown-ass man." Finn moved to the fireplace
and worked to start a fire as he continued to talk. "I'm not just a common
man, but I get the designation of being a grown-ass man."


I plopped down on the couch and leaned
back. "You and I are one in the same, then. My dad tells me that I'm a
groan-ass woman."


He glanced over his shoulder and stole my
heart. "I knew we were supposed to be together."


His brown hair was disheveled and curled
on the edges from being a little long. The warmth in his golden brown eyes
spoke volumes of the man underneath and the sexy curve of his lips left me
wanting to taste them again. How easy it would be to stretch out on his couch
and offer him all of me, but it really would be all. 


To spend a night with him wouldn't just be
an offering of my body, but my heart would be involved, too. It scared me to
think it might already be. 


Finn got up and walked to the kitchen as
he tugged his jacket over his head. It pulled at his shirt and I turned to
watch him with the hopes of seeing some of his tanned skin. 


"So, let's talk as I cook dinner. Wanna?" He glanced over at me and lifted his eyebrow.
"You should be cooking and I should be laying on the couch watching you
like a sex-starved man."


"Do I look sex-starved?" I moved
to get my shoes off and decided not to tell him just how close to the truth his
descriptor was. 


"If I say yes, can I be the one to
help you change your status?"


"You're relentless." I popped
the first boot off and groaned before starting to work on the next one. 


"Only when I want something I feel
like I can't live without." He turned back to the stove.


I needed to get us away from the topic of
us, and especially with sex being part of the discussion. I was too close to
giving in to the desire to get sweaty with the handsome devil. 


"Tell me your most embarrassing
date." I worked on my other boot and ignored the stare I received over his
shoulder. 


"Right. You sure you want to hear
this?"


I got up and walked to stand behind him,
sliding my hands up his back and pressing my fingers into the tension in his
shoulders. "Yeah. I do."


"Her name was baby, but you knew
that."


I snorted and laughed loudly, pinching him
and whispering, "Terrible."


"Anyway, I was probably nineteen and
she was way out of my league, but I met her at one of the ice cream shops in
town. Why we have ice cream in Aspen is beyond me."


"Tell the story." I pinched
again and he groaned, the sound of it starting a fire deep inside of me. 


"Right. So she sits down at the table
in Brian's seat and tells me I'm cute." 


"You are."


"Are you going to let me tell the
story?" He laughed as I slid my hands down his sides and squeezed tightly.



I wrapped him in a hug and pressed my
cheek to his back, unable to help myself. I wanted warmth, but only from him,
all of a sudden. I was grateful he didn't call me out for it. Every move that
was made during the day was me doing it. He was intentionally not coming on to
me, which was great and frustrating all at the same time. It was my fault,
either way. 


"So she licks at her ice cream in
front of me and promises me a good time if I come back to her place with her. I
ditch Brian-"


I cut him off, rubbing my hands over his
chest. "Poor Brian."


"Hush, woman. Jeez." He laughed
and turned toward me, lifting an eyebrow. "Stop rubbing all over me or I'm returning the favor."


I rubbed my hands on his chest in a
frantic fashion and he rolled his eyes. "Women, I swear. So anyway, I got
over there and this was in my skinny jeans phase."


"No, you weren't wearing skinny
jeans." I laughed and moved back to the couch. 


He joined me and pulled my legs into his
lap, starting to massage my feet as I melted into the side of the couch. 


"I did, but you'll never find
evidence of them. I burned all of those fuckers."


"As you should." I moved the
other foot in his way, wanting a turn for it. 


"So, she attacks me the minute we get
in the door, and to make a long story short, I can't get the fucking pants off
without her help. The zipper catching my crotch hair, and yanks a patch of it
out, which causes me to lose my erection because I'm now bleeding everywhere
and... Yeah."


I was laughing so hard that I'd pulled my
legs from him and was curled up on my side in pain. 


He swatted my butt and got up, walking
back to the stove.


My phone buzzed and I pulled it out as I
wiped tears from my eyes. It was my brother and he was tired of being alone.
Dad wasn't there and he was starving. 


I looked over at Finn and sighed.
"That's my little brother. I need to go."


"Sure. No problem. This is almost
done. Let me just package some of it up for you guys and I'll drop you
off."


"I hate for you to go out. Just let
me take your truck and I'll pick you up for work in the morning."


"What? No. I want to take you home.
Get your shoes on and we'll get going."


I did just as he said and walked languidly
to the door. "It's a good thing he called, right?"


 Finn smiled wickedly as he handed me the stew
and leaned over, kissing me softly. "Would you want to spend the night
with me? To let me fuck you? Are you ready for that?" 


I leaned in and pressed a long, hot kiss
against his perfect mouth. "Yes. That's part of the problem."


"Well, when it stops being a problem
you let me know and we make it happen."

















 

Chapter 16


Finn



 


 

My sleep was filled with dreams of what
would have happened if Chloe hadn't left. After our day together, I drove her
back to the shop to get her SUV in a comfortable silence and let her go without
another kiss. I wanted one, but figured she'd given more than enough of herself
for the day. 


I worked my ass off, trying to push
through my jobs as quickly as possible so I would be available by the early
afternoon. She wanted to take her brother snowboarding and there was a new hill
that had opened the previous weekend on the east side of the city. I was dying
to get over there and knew that if I could impress her brother, maybe I could
wiggle my way into her heart a little deeper. I was running out of time with
her and I'd just met her. 


My phoned buzzed several times during the
day, but after checking it and seeing it was Brian, I figured I’d hit him up
later on my way home to shower and change. I wrapped up my last job and stopped
by the shop, only to have my dad pull me in his office for a few minutes. 


"What's up?" I dropped down in
the chair in front of his desk. 


"That girl from yesterday...you need
to be careful with her."


"Chloe? Why?" I pulled off my
knit cap and scratched my hair frantically.


Dad's lip curled in a snarl, as if I cared
what he thought of my hygiene. I'd worked hard and sweated like an ape all day.
I needed a shower and clean clothes badly.


"She's a Burke, son. She doesn't seem
like her old man, but I'm just warning you. Jonathan is a stealing, lying
bastard."


"Chloe's leaving in two weeks, Dad.
The only thing she's taking with her is likely my heart."


"That's what I'm worried about. You
need to be smart about this. You're too damn giving." He leaned back in
his chair and pinned me with a knowing glare. 


"I don't really have a choice. I'm
falling in love with her. She's smart and sweet, beautiful and probably the
most authentic person I've met in ages." I slipped my hands in my pockets.
"She makes me want to be a good man."


"Awe damn. You're already lost to her,
then." He stood up and let out a long sigh. "Stay away from her
father. He and I have..."


"Bad blood between you. I know. She
asked me why yesterday, but I wasn't sure of the answer." I shrugged, not
really caring. I might be falling for Chloe, but it wasn't like we'd be sending
out wedding invitations anytime soon. There was the issue of her being a
million miles away and not wanting a long distance relationship. Her father was
the least of my concerns. Besides, her and I were
still very much classified as friends.


"She knows about me and
Jonathan?"


"I guess. Who knows how, but she
doesn't know why." I walked to the door. 


"You're not going to ask for
her?"


"Nope. If you wanted me to know, then
you'd tell me." I put my hat back on and tapped the doorframe. "You
need anything else? There's a large mountain and a snowboard calling my
name."


"Must be a nice break from it being a
woman. There the only ones who usually call out your name," he laughed.


I rolled my eyes, flipping him off and
walking back out into the freezing cold afternoon. 


I got in the truck and texted Chloe to
meet me at the ski lodge in front of the mountain in an hour or so. We could
rent her a board or skis if she preferred. She reminded me that her brother
Parker was coming, which I was looking forward to. I didn't have a brother, so
I'd be happy to borrow hers for the afternoon, as long as he wasn't a tit. 


My phone buzzed again as I drove home, and
I growled. Brian again. 


"Damn, dude. You'd think we were
dating with as many times as you've called me today," I barked.


"Well, if you'd pick up, I wouldn't
have to keep trying. I haven't heard from you since the other night at the
club. How did things go with Cindy?"


"They didn't. You knew I wanted Chloe
and yet you didn't help at all. You actually stepped on my dick. Is there a
reason for that?" I didn't realize how pissed I was until we started
talking about it. 


"Yeah, because I don't want to see
you get hurt. You have enough shit you’re dealing with. Falling in love with a
girl who's leaving in two weeks and already has a man isn't going to fly."


"Already has a man?" My heart
almost stopped in my chest. Was Chloe playing me?


"Yes. Please tell me that you haven't
been hanging out with this girl."


"Of course, I have. She's everything
I want in a woman." I ran my hand over my head and tugged my hat back off,
throwing it across the console of the truck. 


She didn't have a boyfriend. That would be
ridiculous. With as timid as she was, she probably just told Brian that she was
dating someone to keep him off of her. 


"Well, stop. She's taken and you
don't need your heart broken." Brian was still ranting at me, but I calmed
as soon as I realized that he was only trying to protect me. 


"I'm seeing her today. I'll talk to
her about it, see what's up."


"I think that's a bad idea."


I clenched my jaw and held back a growl.
"I appreciate your concern, buddy. But I'm a grown-ass man. I'll figure it
out, but thanks."


"Whatever, dude. Don't get pissed
when I say I told you so." He hung up and I gripped the steering wheel
tight. 


Chloe wasn't seeing someone and Brian
being overly sensitive about it was simply his way of watching out for me. I
would just clear things up and get on with trying to win the beautiful girl. 


* * * *


By the time I met her at the Wolf Lodge on
the east side of town, I was pissy and convinced that
she was still taken by some guy back home. Why wouldn't a girl as beautiful and
talented as her be?


She was obviously an incredible catch, and
by the way she kissed and petted at me all night, she knew how to turn a man
on. There was no way someone like her was single. That meant she was just
getting out of a relationship. 


Wait,
didn't she tell me that? She was just getting out of a relationship and didn't
want to date anyone else right now? Or was that another girl I'd been involved
with? 


The conversations seemed to run together.
I grumbled under my breath and parked the truck before getting out, pulling my
board out of the back and walking toward them. 


She was in ski pants and a long sleeve
shirt that fit her incredibly well. She smiled and her whole face lit up. She
was happy to see me, and here I was, planning to light into her. 


Guilty
before proven innocent, huh?


I let out a long, slow breath as I
approached them and forced a smile. 


"Finn, this is my brother Parker.
Parker, my friend Finn." 


Parker stuck out his hand and gave me a
goofy grin. "Hey. Nice to meet you."


"You, too. I heard you got some
skills." I nodded toward his board.


"Some, but I'm always up for learning
something new." Parker glanced toward Chloe. "I'm going to go wax my
board in the lodge. I'll meet you guys by the lift."


"Alright. See you up there." She
turned to me and smiled. "You look good."


"Yeah? Same man I was yesterday, I
think." I shrugged and turned to walk after her brother. "You
coming?"


She moved up beside me and I could tell
from the tension in her shoulders that she was reading into my comments. 


"What's the matter?" She pulled
me to a stop and forced me to face her. 


"I'm tired. I worked my ass off all
day and tried to hurry, which left me a little more put out than I thought it
would." I shrugged and looked around her, not sure why I felt the need to
be a dick, but I did. "It's all good."


"Okay," she mumbled as she fell
in behind me. 


I should have stayed at home after talking
to Brian. I couldn't shake the thought of her being with someone else and yet
to ask her would have me looking needy and childish. She'd already mentioned
that her life wasn't going to be in Colorado and that we were strictly going to
remain friends. I just needed to lean on that and stop pushing in the other
direction. 


Parker turned as I walked up beside him
and smiled. "Hurry up and scoot over. I haven't waxed mine, either."


Chloe walked past us and left the
building, moving toward the lift with her skis in her hands. 


"What's that about? She okay?"
Parker glanced from Chloe to me. 


"Yeah, absolutely." I shrugged
and worked on getting my board ready. 


"Don't hurt my sister. I know you're
the big shit around here, which is totally cool, but she's not just another
notch on your belt. Understood?" I had to give the kid the respect he
deserved for having the balls to stand up to me like that. I would have done it
for my sister, too, if I had one. 


"Hell, yeah. I hear you loud and
clear." I winked and turned back to the task at hand. "Question for
you, you know, in the hopes of not having my heart crushed...she got a
boyfriend?”


Parker looked like he was thinking about
whether to be truthful or not. "Why does it matter?"


"Because it does." I stood to my
full height and looked down at him. 


"Yeah, she does. They've been dating
forever. He's headed to the NFL next year." He shrugged, took his board
and headed for the door. "She's just a friend to you, right?"


"Yep. Just skiing buddies. She's not
interested in anything else. I just didn't know why. Now, I do." I smiled
as my heart broke in my chest. 


She had lied to me, but why?


"Cool." He walked out and put
his arm around Chloe's shoulders. 


I finished up and walked out behind them,
slipping on a tight facade. I would have fun with them as friends and then I
was done. My heart was already too wrapped up and it was my own fucking fault.
Chloe wasn't to blame. I was. She had been clear with her intentions. 


"You guys ready?" I glanced
toward Chloe and smiled. "You sure you don't want to try one of these
babies? They're so much fun."


She gave me a tight smile, still upset
about our conversation. "No, but thanks."


Parker helped her up onto the lift and
took the seat next to her, which was fine with me. 


I waved at them and winked at her.
"I'll catch you at the top." I waited until the next one came, and
sunk down into it. 


The wind and snow blew around me as I
tried hard to pull myself out of the slump I was diving into. This was a good
thing. It was the caution tape being resurrected. She was off limits and even
though she was starting to open up to me, it would only lead to her cheating on
her boy and hating herself. 


She wasn't the type of woman who wanted to
cheat, she'd made that clear. I could respect that and would just back off.
Besides... I was a man whore. All the lovey-dovey shit I was starting to feel
was incredibly uncomfortable if I really thought about it. 


I dropped off the lift and moved beside
them before glancing around. "There's two hard slopes and an easy
one."


"I'm going to focus on the easy one
for a little while to see if I remember how to do this." Chloe turned and
walked toward it. 


"I'll go with you, Sis," Parker
called after her, but I caught his arm. 


"No, I'll go. I need to talk to her
for a minute, anyway. You get on the hard one and show me some shit. Seriously.
I'll be watching from the side." I smiled and Parker looked at Chloe, then
back to the new hill. 


"You sure?"


"Yeah. Get to it." I pushed at
his shoulder and he turned, moving quickly to the starting line. 


I jogged toward Chloe and stopped beside
her. "Hey."


"Hey." She glanced over at me
and moved to a bench to tighten her skis. 


"Sorry about earlier. I'm just tired.
Forgive me?" I smiled and touched her shoulder, not wanting the nasty
energy between us to continue. I could have fun for a few weeks off and on with
her – I'd just treat her like Brian. 


"Already done." She gave me a
sad smile and I knew it was a lie. 


"Chloe." I reached for her, but
she moved, getting up and heading toward the mountain. 


She paused and looked back, as if she knew
things were ending between us before they even began. "Are you still
coming over tonight?"


"I can't," I lied.
"Something has come up with my dad. Rain check?"


"Absolutely." She nodded, her
beautiful face expressionless. 


If I thought my heart had shattered over
finding out that she was still with her man, I had no clue what I was talking
about. It hurt so much worse standing there, watching her hurt. 


Why did she want me in her life if someone
already had the spot I wanted so badly?


She didn't seem like the kind of woman to
play around with someone’s emotions, so what the fuck was happening?

















 

Chapter 17


Chloe



 


 

"That was a blast!" Parker
yelled after we'd been on the slopes for more than two hours. We all met back
up at the bottom, the guys breathless from trying to outdo each other. 


Something was bothering Finn, but instead
of talking to me about it, he slammed a door in my face. It hurt way more than
it should and I was at a loss as to what to do about us. The friendship thing
was a rouse and we both knew it. I wanted more and he did, too – or he used to.
After our afternoon avoiding each other, I wasn't so sure anymore. 


"I have to get to the front of the
lodge." Parker glanced down at his watch. "My friend's dad is
supposed to pick me up here in twenty minutes."


"Well, go and I'll see you
tomorrow." I reached out and ruffled his hair. 


He jerked back and glanced around.
"Sis...shit."


I laughed and Finn joined me. 


"Be lucky you have a sister that
loves you." Finn turned to me and smiled, but it didn't reach his eyes. 


"Speaking of..." Parker took my
attention for a minute more. "You going to be okay at home alone
tonight?"


"Yeah. I'm good." I crossed my
arms over my chest as he gave me a look. "Honestly. I'm a grown-ass
woman."


Finn laughed again. "I'll be at her
beck and call should something happen."


"Alright. Call if you need me."
Parker looked around before giving me a quick hug. 


I watched him go. Finn had been a dick
most of the day, and after the night before, I was considering giving up my
life just to see where our love affair might go. There was no reason to dream
about it now, though. I was like every other girl... a one-night stand. Our
date just didn't include sex. 


I slipped my hands in my back pockets.
"Thanks for the afternoon. Take care."


"Chloe." He reached for me, but
I didn’t let him touch me.


I turned and walked quickly toward the
car, losing my balance, but catching myself, thankfully. I piled my stuff in
the trunk and turned in time to see him running toward me. 


"Wait. Wait." He moved up as I
closed the trunk and the first tear dripped onto my cheek. 


"No. I don't want to wait. I want to
go home. Obviously whatever was happening between us was something I made up.
Call me an idiot and let's be done with this." More tears – fucking
embarrassing. 


"Baby." He reached out and
grabbed my shoulder, not giving me much room to pull back. "Look, I just...I..."


"You nothing. That's what. We had our
one-night stand. Thanks for it. It was fun. I almost thought something was
happening, but I was wrong. Just the excitement of the chase. Once that's over,
there's really no point in anything else." I pulled away from him and
walked to my side of the car, getting in. 


"Chloe."


I let out a slow breath and rolled the
window down. "What?"


"I'm sorry. It's not what you
think." He reached into the car and brushed his fingers over my arms. 


"It's not you being a total jerk to
me?" I tilted my head and let my confusion bleed across my face. 


"Come to dinner with me and I'll
explain. Please." His handsome face was filled with sadness and I couldn't
say no. As much as I hated it, I was falling in love with him. 


"Fine, but drive your own car. I
don't want to be stranded somewhere with you when this conversation blows up.
I've done nothing to deserve your attitude, but I'm willing to hear you out
simply because of how great yesterday was." I looked back at the snowy
parking lot in front of me, not wanting to look at him anymore. "Where are
we going?"


"You know where Jerry's is?"


"Yep. See you there." I rolled
up the window and he jerked back, cursing at me for catching his arm. He had
some explaining to do – not that it would matter to much what his excuses were.
I could feel the protective wall already starting to come back up. It was icy
cold and I hated it, but since my mother died, it was the only thing that left
me able to cope. 


I had thought maybe it was time to open
up, to share myself with someone. It seemed so natural with Finn, like fate put
us together as a gift for persevering through so many hardships. 


Obviously, I was wrong.


* * * *


"I love this place. My dad and I used
to come here when I was little and Mom was out of town." Finn sat down
across from me, looking much more like the fun-loving guy that rolled around in
the snow with me yesterday. 


"What's going on? I'm not in the mood
to bullshit around. I was excited about this afternoon and have been waiting
all day to see you and you show up and treat me like one of your has-beens.
Why?" Tears swam in my eyes again. 


I pulled my arms off the table as he
reached across to touch me. 


"Chloe. Please, don't cry. You're
killing me. Seriously."


"You have three minutes to tell me
what's up and then I'm out of here."


The waitress interrupted with a smile on
her face. "Can I get you kiddos a drink?"


"Coke," I mumbled and picked up
the menu and subsequently a napkin to wipe my eyes. 


"I'll have the same. Can we get some
house chips, too?" Finn's voice was soft and left me wanting to look up
and watch him for a minute. 


I wanted to crawl into his arms and make
the feeling that we were over before we started go away. 


I glanced up. "What happened? Did you
find another friend that fits your
needs better than me? Was it because I didn't spend the night?"


His face grew red as he leaned in and
barked at me between clenched teeth. "I'm not the man you think I am. I'm
not looking for another girl to screw. Stop acting like I'm trash or I'll get
up and walk out of this place and whatever was happening between us can go to
hell."


I nodded and put my menu down. I was
leaving. Dad could keep his money and Finn could keep his heart. I didn't want
either. 


"Finn Warner! Oh my goodness." A
bombshell blonde with huge breasts slid into the booth across from me and
wrapped Finn in a side hug, kissing his cheek several times before he could
push her off. 


I should have gone, but the sadist in me
needed to see him push another woman off, a woman who he had no clue of who she
was or what her name was. It would remind me what a piece of trash he was when
I was lamenting in my bed later that night. 


Wow.
How quickly had things gone from good to really bad?


"Kari..."


He knew her name. My eyebrow rose and I
turned to the girl, who completely ignored me as if I wasn't there. 


"Finn. What are you doing here? I
thought you were traveling to see family." She finally glanced my way and
smiled. "Hey. I'm Kari."


"I'm Baby. Nice to meet you." I
extended my hand and shook hers as I pinned Finn with a stare. 


"Kari is a friend from a long time
ago, Chloe." He let out a sigh and pushed at her a little. "Scoot
over."


"I'm his girlfriend from high school.
We keep in touch," she said. She wagged her eyebrows at me and I pursed my
lips as bile rose in my throat. 


"That's awesome. Finn and I are just
skiing buddies." 


"Is that what you're calling it now?
Skiing?" She laughed loudly. 


"No, literally. Just friends. Like no
sex, nor the promise of it." I shrugged and lifted my eyebrows at her,
hoping to shock the hell out of her. 


I pulled up my phone and laughed. "Oh,
damn. Looky there. Something has come up. I have to
go, but guess what, Kari, it's your lucky day, hun. You can have my seat. You
guys catch up and do what you do when you get together."


I got out of the booth and walked to the
door. I made it outside before he caught up with me and pulled me back. 


"What the hell was that?" He was
pissed. 


I slapped him, hard. "That was me
saying goodbye. Fuck off and find someone else to play with. I'm done."


"You mean you're not available."
He tightened his grip on me. 


"Let me go, Finn. I have no clue what
you're talking about."


"Sure, you don't." He released
me. "Brian told me about your boyfriend back home, Chloe. I thought maybe
you'd lied to him, but then Parker told me it was true. When was I going to
find out? Or was I not going to? I mean, really, does that make me the whore?
Or you?"


His words were a harder slap than my hand
hitting his face would ever be. 


"I broke up with Seth before leaving California
because there was nothing left between us. I prayed for a brown-haired boy with
warm eyes and a big heart." Tears spilled onto my cheeks. "Someone
that needed my love and would help me heal past becoming cold toward life. I
thought I found him, but I was wrong."


I turned and jogged to my car as the world
seemed to crash in around me. I had pinpointed exactly why Finn was so
important. Somewhere deep inside of me where the crazy idea of true love
existed, I thought maybe he was my someone. 


I pulled out of the parking lot and drove
home crying over the fear of having to grow up and the anxiety of not being
enough for my father. My heart broke over Finn thinking that I was the type of
woman that would cheat on someone, and yet I realized how stupid I was being.
He didn't know me. 


"It's been a few weeks. Pull it
together." I drove up to the house and turned the engine off before
letting my head drop back and closing my eyes. 


It had been so long since I'd felt the
pain of loss that it was almost a welcomed reminder that I was alive. It didn't
take more than a few minutes to understand why people protected themselves. It
was necessary to survive in a world where people took and took and took and
rarely gave. 


My phone buzzed, and I picked it up. 



 

Jessie: You're on my mind. I miss you. You
okay?


Me: Just got my heart broken, but other
than that...I'm good. 


Jessie: By Seth?


Me: No, a guy out here who's my dream guy.



 

The phone rang, which scared the hell out
of me. I answered it and sat back, knowing Jessie would want details. 


"What the hell? I told you that you
were going to meet him. I'm psychic. I knew it!" Her voice was full of
excitement, which was a little odd after my confession. 


"Yeah, you're right. He's out here,
and he's a total ass."


"Well, that part’s not good. I
thought maybe it was Seth."


"No. We broke up when I left. Besides,
I think he's already moved on. He's not texting at all anymore, which is good.
He can be someone else's problem."


"So, about that..." Jessie
stopped and realization rolled over me. 


She was Seth's someone. That's why she
kept asking about him and nudging me toward finding someone else. 


Right. When it rains it pours. 


I hung up without another word and turned
my phone on silent. Surely, my dad had a liquor cabinet. If not, I could call a
cab and head back down to the club. The cute bartender would serve me beer and
peanuts all night, no doubt. 


Numbness settled over the center of me and
I walked into the house and slammed the door behind me. 


"Chloe?" My father's voice
scared me, and I jumped. 


"Dad?" I pulled myself together
and walked into the kitchen to find him standing over a bottle of rum. 


"Yeah. I canceled the trip. Sorry if
you'd planned for a wild party. Consider it ruined." He gave me a smile. 


I sat down at the bar across from him and
nodded at the bottle. "Got an extra glass?"


"You've been crying...why?" He
got out the glass and sat it in front of me. 


"Where do I start?" I sniffled
and wiped my nose with the back of my hand. 


"From the beginning?" He poured
me a drink and filled his back up. "Tell me all about it."


"Let's see...my best friend back at
home is dating my ex-boyfriend. Mind you, we just broke up the day I came here.
I assume they were sleeping together before now. Things happened too fast for
something to not have been up." I took a drink as my father nodded. 


"Yes. I've had that done to me, and
I've done it to a few friends. People are dicks. It's a common trait among most
of us." He took a drink, too. 


"Right. I'm scared shitless that
after all the time and energy that I've put into my degree that I'll end up
with nothing, being nothing." I took another drink. "I don't want to
let you down, but I don't want to let me down, either."


"I don't see that future at all for
you, but I understand your fears. I've had them for my own life." 


"When you were a kid?"


"No. When your mother died. I wasn't
sure where to go from there, but I figured it out. You will, too." He
reached over and touched my cheek. "You're going to be incredible at
anything you do because you’re brilliant and you’re passionate. It's a winning
combination."


"I've fallen in love with someone
since coming here and he broke my heart tonight." I finished the liquor
and let out a growl. "It's been like nine days or something and I've never
felt like this before. I don't love easily, and I've promised myself never to
love deeply, and yet..."


"You can't help yourself,
right?" He gave me a knowing smile. 


"Right." I tapped the glass on
the counter. "More."


He filled it up again and I was grateful
for him being home. It was weird, but simply getting the pain off my chest left
me feeling better.


"If he's the one, then you're sitting
in the wrong place right now. True love doesn't give up, baby." He pushed
the glass back toward me. "Your mother broke my heart a million times
before we were married, but I wouldn't stop. I was relentless, and you know
what?"


"What, Dad?" Tears blurred my
gaze again. Finn was angry because he was hurt. There was a reason behind it.
It wasn't at all what I thought it was, but somehow, I was ready to throw in
the towel and pretend as though I wasn't feeling the incredible pain that I was
feeling over him. The pain was proof of the emotion that lay underneath it.
Whether it made sense or not, I wanted him by my side. In my bed. In my life. 


"The hurt faded over the years as
your mother worked to show me how much she loved me. It took little time at all
before we were completely and totally one in all things." He looked up at
the ceiling and let out a painful sound. "I miss her so much." 


"I know you do, but she would want
you to move on. You know she would." I got up and walked into the kitchen
to wrap my arms around him.


He wrapped his strong arms around me, too,
and I sunk into his hold, needing it so bad. 


"I know she would. I'm trying, but
doing it all wrong. I'll work on it. You don't give up on this boy. Deal?"


I nodded as I held back my tears.
"Deal."

















 

Chapter 18


Finn



 


 

Kari could not have shown up at a worse
time. 


Did
I really call Chloe a whore? I walked back into the
restaurant as sickness rolled over me. No way I'd done
that. I would never insult a woman that way – especially not someone like
Chloe. 


I had. Dammit. 


"There you are." Kari moved up
and slipped her arm through mine. "Who was that, really? I know you, and
you do not have female friends."


I pulled my wallet out of my back pocket
and laid a twenty on the table before jerking my arm out of hers. 


"Kari. Stop. Shit." I looked up
at her and put my wallet up. "Leave me alone. Okay?"


"Finn. We've been friends for a long
time. Don't close up on me." She moved closer, but I held up my hand. 


"I'm serious. Now is not the
time." 


"I just want to help." She
puffed her bottom lip out in a pout. 


"By sliding into the seat across from
a girl I was with and pawing at me?" I knew my voice was getting a little
too loud, but I was done with people using me. "Who were you helping?
Yourself?"


She got in my face and pressed her finger
to my chest. "Don't you try to get all high and mighty.
You might be turning a new leaf, but you're still the same old guy. Always
looking to score and break some girl's heart in the morning. We all have you
figured out. That poor girl needed saving. I saved her."


I laughed sardonically and pushed her hand
off my chest. "Yeah. You bitches see what you want to see. I don't
care."


Turning, I moved out of the restaurant and
walked to my truck. I was grateful Chloe had forced us to take separate rides.
The last thing I wanted to do was walk home after the mess I'd made between us.



I texted Brian to meet me at the bar near
my place and headed that way. He lied to me or she lied to him. I needed to
know which. Someone owed me a damn apology because I wasn't going to be the
only one on my knees this time. I'd been there too many times in the last
twelve years and I was tired of it. 


I drove like a bat out of hell as I tried
to think through how to get Chloe to see me again. I just needed to apologize
for how ugly I'd been. She wasn't a whore. I was. I didn't need to leave things
like that with her. 


Her words rang through my head again and I
growled low in my chest. Had she broken up with the football guy? Was she
really looking for a guy like me or did she make that shit up to cover her
tracks?


The authentic hurt in her face told me
that she was telling the truth, but I was terrified of playing the fool. It was
easier to tuck my feelings back deep down inside of me and just go around as
the town dick. it was better than being a broken man
with nothing left to offer anyone. 


I parked and walked in, slowing my stride
and putting my facade in place. There was no reason to let anyone see me upset.
It would just cause talk amongst the locals and leave me looking like an idiot.



"Hey." Brian lifted his hand in
the air. 


"Hey." I sat down and nodded to
his beer as Pauly walked up. "I'll have a
Budweiser, too."


"You bet, Finn. Good to see you,
son." He stuck out his hand and I shook it. 


"You too, Pauly."
I turned to Brian. "Chloe said she doesn't have a boyfriend, Brian."


"And, you're surprised by this?"
He chuckled and lifted his beer to his lips. 


"Yeah, actually, I am. Did she seem
like the kind of woman that would have two men?"


"No, not at all, but it's usually
women like her that you have to watch out for." He shrugged. 


"What? Why?"


"She's classy, beautiful, brilliant,
and has the world waiting for her next move. Girls like her know how to lie,
how to look the part, and it leaves us guessing. I don't like it, Finn."


"I don't care what you think she is
or isn't. What I care about is whether she really told you that she's dating
someone."


"Yeah, Finn. I've known you my whole
fucking life. I wouldn't lie to you." He turned away from me and took
another drink of his beer.


"What exactly did she say? Lay it on
me." I'd forced myself to calm down, not wanting to upset him. He was my
best friend and there was no way he wouldn't shoot straight with me over a
girl. We'd been friends for far too long and been through a ton of shit
together. 


"She said that she was glad she got
to go out dancing. Her boyfriend back in California is the jealous type and
never lets her get out and have a little bit of harmless fun." He rolled
his eyes and let out a long sigh. "It was something to that tune. She said
she had a man, and I was just warning you. She's lying to you or she was lying
to me."


She might have lied to Brian to save him
from asking her out. She was that type of girl to save a poor guy from looking
too much liked an idiot. Her character just screamed goodness. The memory of
her bringing the cup of hot chocolate to me a few days back rose behind my
eyelids and my heart contracted painfully. Sitting in her kitchen and talking
about nothing had been so damn nice. So right. 


"What are you thinking?" Brian
asked. 


"That I need to get her back. I
fucked things up tonight because her brother validated what you just said and I
was angry with her." I shrugged. "I should have been a man and just
asked her about it, but I didn't. I acted like a brat and treated her like she
didn't matter, which honestly, couldn't be farther from the truth."


"You just met her, Finn. Don't you
think you're being a little irrational about this?"


"Not at all." I glanced over at
him and took a swig of my beer. "But then again, I believe in love. I've
tried to pretend like I don't so I don't have to hurt so much, but the honest
to God truth is that I believe in it."


"And, you should," Pauly butted in, leaning toward us and staring me in the
face. "I met my wife on the dance floor one night thirty years ago. It was
an old country hoedown in Kentucky and the minute I saw her, I knew. Sounds
silly, but that's because it doesn't happen to everyone. Those of us who are
struck with its overwhelming power know the truth of it, though. If you've felt
it, you better not let it go, Finn. It don't come around but once in a life,
and sometimes not even once."


"That sounds great, Pauly, but I've never felt like that. Not once." Brian
sat back and lifted his eyebrow at the old barkeep. 


"Just because you've never tangibly
seen gravity, you can't deny that it exists, Brian. It's a force, just like
love is. Stop being ignorant and open yourself up to the possibility that
somewhere in the world there a woman just for you. When you see her, time
stands still and you find yourself willing to-”


I cut him off as I stared at the liquor
bottles behind him. "To do anything for her. You'll give up your own
dreams, cut family ties, or move across the country for her. Anything to have
her as yours."


"That's it. Don't let that go, Finn.
The world will pull it away from you. Fix it and hold tight to that girl. She's
the one." He winked and moved back, his words leaving me breathless. 


"I don't know if I believe that, but
I wish I did." Brian turned to me. "I didn't mean to cause you any
trouble. You're like a brother to me. When she said she was dating someone, I
told you. No way was I keeping that from you. You'd have done the same."


I finished the beer and shook my head.
"I know, buddy. I'm sorry I blew up."


"It's all good. What can I do to
help?" 


"I'm not sure yet, but if I think of
something, I'll call."


"You heading out?"


"Yeah. I need to see if she'll see
me. I doubt it, but I'm going to try."


"Just be careful. Her old man is a
financial mogul. He's a dick, too. I had a run in with him a few years back. It
took me a day to put two and two together after her friend said her last name
the other night."


"Her father owns a clothing line,
right?" I glanced over at him, praying I wasn't about to uncover another
lie. 


"Yeah, he does, but he owns a chuck
of this city and has massive stock investments, too. When we say wealthy,
that's a big understatement."


"She just doesn't come off as someone
with loads of money."


"I agree." Brian shrugged and
finished his beer. "Come on. I'll walk you out."


I lifted my hand in the air and waved.
"Night, Pauly. Thanks for the advice."


"Don't leave it here. Take it with ya and do something with it." He winked and went back
to wiping down the bar. 


"I will." I walked out into the
freezing cold and turned, feeling better about everything. It was going to be a
bitch to get Chloe to listen to me, but the resolve to not give up felt good – like
I had purpose. 


"What are you going to do if she
won't see you?" Brian asked, moving to his car and pausing.


"Keep trying, I guess." I
shrugged and stopped by the back of my truck.


"Isn't she going home back to
California soon?"


"That's what she said." I
brushed my fingers by my chin and tried to work through how I could get her to
talk to me. She most likely went home and no one was supposed to be there. I
could just go out there and knock on the door. It seemed logical. 


"So, I guess you're on a short time
span then, dude. You better get after it." He smiled and shook his head.
"If anyone can do it, you can."


"Thanks, buddy. I'll call you
later." I walked around my truck. I wasn't on a timetable, at all. If she
didn't come around while she was here, I would simply go there. Only when she
made it perfectly clear that she wasn't interested in anything ever happening
between us, I'd be done. 


I got in the car and hooked my phone up as
a call from my dad rang through. 


"Hey, Pops. What's up?" I closed
the door and buckled up. 


"You. That's what's up." He was
angry. 


Great.
More shit to deal with.


"What did I do now? It's been a
fucked up night, so I'm sure I had this coming."


"You did what I told you not to do,
which has been the story of your life. Do you think I give you advice because I
enjoy listening to the sound of my own voice? No. I give it to you because
otherwise, you're going to suffer the consequences for your
fucked up actions."


"Dad. Really. I'm not in the mood for
this shit. Tell me what I did, and I'll fix it. I don't need you berating me.
I'm a piece of shit. I get it," I barked into the console of the truck and
turned out of the lot, headed out to Chloe's place. 


"I didn't say you were a piece of
shit. I said you didn't listen."


"I'm hanging up." I let out an
exasperated sigh. I would call him tomorrow. I was too broken for whatever he
was up to. 


"I told you to leave Chloe alone, and
you didn't."


How the hell did my father know I'd hurt her?
Did she run home and tell her dad? Had he called mine? We were adults, for
shit-sake. Why the hell was our fathers involved in any of this? 


"What?" I had no other word to
throw out. 


"Her father caught me in town tonight
and chewed my ass out for sending you over there to do the yard. He said you
were after his girl, and I couldn't deny it. Do me a favor, Finn. Please. Just
one small, tiny thing. Just this once, keep your dick in your pants and keep
away from the Burke girl. Those people are rich, hateful, and headed straight
to hell."


"Yep." I dropped the call and
turned into her driveway, turning off my lights. I would have to figure out how
to deal with my old man once I figured out if there were anything to really deal with. Chloe could turn me down cold
and the problem would be solved. I prayed that wouldn't be the case, but the
chances of a different outcome seemed slim. 


Maybe her dad wasn't out of town. I texted
her, half expecting no response, but I made my message too compelling to
ignore. 



 

Me:
I'm sitting in your driveway. Come out for two minutes and then I'll leave you
alone after that. 


Chloe: Finn?


Me: Yes. Get out here. 


Chloe: How did you get my number?


Me: During our shopping trip. Two minutes.



Chloe: No. Go away. My dad's here.


Me: I'm coming up to ring the doorbell. I
want two minutes with you. 


Chloe:
Fine. Come to the second window at the back of the house and I'll let you in.
Two minutes and then you're out. I don't have anything to say to you. 



 

I turned the truck off and got out,
jogging to the back and finding her window open. I felt all of sixteen again.
It was humorous and nerve-wracking all the same. 


"Hurry up and get in here." She
helped me in and moved back, putting her hands on her hips. She had on a tiny
tank top and a pair of boy shorts. 


"Fuck," I whispered and let my
eyes drag down her. Now wasn't the time, and yet she was the hottest thing I'd
ever laid eyes on. 


I moved toward her before I realized what
I was doing. 


"Finn. No." She put her hands
out, but I moved past them, wrapping my arms around her and pressing her
against the wall behind her roughly. She groaned, but it wasn't a scared sound.
She still wanted me. I could sense it all over her. 


"I'm sorry." I leaned in and
drug my lips up her neck, breathing her in. "I was told you had a man,
Chloe. By my best friend and your brother."


"I know," she whispered roughly
as her hand ran up the back of my hair. 


"I was hurt and so far beyond pissed.
You can't have another man." I licked at her ear and pressed my lips to it
as I ground against her. "That leaves no room for me."


She cried out again and whimpered. "I
need time. I can't do this right now."


I shifted my upper body back and brushed
her hair off her face before pressing my forehead to hers. "Time is all
yours. Take as much as you need, but I don't want a friendship. I want you. All
of you."


She whimpered again and closed her eyes,
rolling her hips and stroking my body with hers.


I clenched my teeth, respecting the fact
that her father was down the hall. If we'd have been alone that night, I would
have already had her stretched out on her bed, my face between her taut thighs.



She opened her beautiful, green eyes and
nodded as she bit her lip. 


"Tell me we're okay and I'll
go." I brushed my lips by hers and slid my hand down her side, over the
curve of her breast, and around her hip, my fingers tracing the outside of her
panties. 


"We're okay. I'm sorry for
overreacting, but you hurt me today." I could smell the liquor on her
breath. 


"I'm sorry for that. I hurt you out
of my own pain. It won't ever happen again. I promise." I pressed my lips
to her and snaked my fingers into her panties, rubbing over the curve of her
ass as I kissed her long and passionately. She had my heart. I didn't know how,
but she did. 


She pushed at me and I moved back, panting
just as she was. "I need time to think through this."


"I understand. I'll wait as long as I
can for you to come find me. If you don't...I'll come find you. Be ready to
accept me or not, but know that I want you. More than I've ever wanted anyone,
Chloe."


I moved back and she clung to me, her
fingers wrapped in my t-shirt bunched at my shoulders. "Tell me to stay
and I will," I said. I licked at my lips and took one more look at her,
which left me overwhelmed. 


"Soon." She released me and
backed up, hugging herself and watching me intently. 


I stood there a minute longer, needing her
to change her mind, but wanting to give her time to want me the way I wanted
her. The sound of her father coming down the hall almost caused my heart to
stop and I moved through the window and chuckled at the sound of her laughing
softly out of her window. 


Things weren't perfect, but maybe they
were at least getting back on track. 
















Chapter 19


Chloe



 


 

It had been three days since I'd spoke to
Finn, since the night he came through my bedroom window. I hadn't thought of
too much other than him, but I wanted to make sure I was ready for a
relationship before approaching him. He was as fragile as I was. There was no reason
to start something that I couldn't finish. 


The meeting with my dad a few days back
went relatively well. He liked my designs and even allowed me access to one of
his manufactures to start working on a prototype for the women's windbreaker I
designed. It wasn't what I wanted to do with my life, but it was a first step
in helping him see me for the professional I was becoming. 


With only ten days until Christmas, I had
a list of gifts I needed to get, mostly for my brother, but I was running out
of time. I had a piece of toast and then headed out for the morning and made
sure Parker was still planning on taking me snowboarding for the afternoon. I'd
decided over the last three days that I wanted to learn how to do it. I would
have asked Finn, but we had some damage repair to get through. 


After talking about everything with
Parker, he confessed to lying about me still being with Seth simply because it
seemed to be in my best interest to steer clear of Finn. I was pissed, but I
understood where he was coming from. He was all for me calling Finn, but I
needed to make sure I was completely for it, too. 


I picked up my purse and paused by the
door as my brother called for me. 


"Chloe. Wait. I wanna
go."


"Shopping? Have you lost your mind?
You're the worst shopper in the universe."


"Come on. I don't want to stay cooped
up here. Let's go shop, eat lunch, and then we'll go hit the slopes and I'll
teach you some tricks."


"Yeah, let's start with the one where
I stay vertical on the board." 


We laughed and I moved out into the
garage. I got into the Cherokee and buckled up as he got into the other side.


"I invited a friend to go boarding
with us. Hope that's okay." He turned toward me. 


"Yeah, sure. Just show me the ropes
and then you and your friend can go get lost." I winked and pulled the car
out. "I'm glad the roads haven't been too bad this Christmas. I remember
as a kid having to help Dad put those track thingies on the wheels."


"Chains?" he snorted. 


I slapped his arm. "Hush or I'll take
you into every pantie store I see."


"Please?" he growled, and I
rolled my eyes. 


I'd forgotten I was dealing with a sixteen-year-old
boy. He wasn't a kid anymore, oddly enough. Neither was I, and I needed to stop
acting like it in several areas of my life. 


"I think I'm going to call Finn
today." I turned on the heater and waited for my brother's reaction. 


"I think that's a great idea,
actually. He's the only thing that can keep you here, so I'm all for him."


I glanced over at my brother. "Keep
me here?" 


"Yeah. I don't want you to go back to
Cali. Neither does Dad. We were talking about it last night when you conked out
on the movie." He smiled and leaned back in his seat. "It's fantastic
having a woman around the house. We get to eat, have clean clothes...and feel
loved."


"Awe, you feel loved by me?" I
teased him, reaching over to pinch at his chest and ears. 


"Alright. Never mind. Get your ass
back on a plane." He pulled away from me and laughed. "Stop. I'm
ticklish."


"Finn's not the only one that could
keep me here, Parker. I would consider it for you and Dad."


"Right, but he'd be enough to sway
the vote." Parker shrugged. "And honestly, after thinking about
everything, I think maybe I misjudged him. He didn't seem like a playboy
asshole the other day. He seemed like a normal guy to me."


"He is. I think we've all done a lot
of misjudging each other." I turned into the large shopping mall and
parked. "You ready for this fun day?"


"Just get me a hot chocolate and a
nudie mag and leave me in the food court."


I laughed and snorted at my brother and
his antics. "I am not getting you a hot chocolate. You'll be jumping
everywhere."


He slipped his arm into mine and chuckled
at my response. "Where are we eating lunch?"


"It's ten in the morning. I seriously
have to get a few gifts today. That's my focus." 


"Okay, but that still begs the
question. Where are we eating lunch?"


"The Chinese place on the top floor?
You like their soup and egg-rolls, right?"


"I do. I'll meet you there. I'm going
to go look at the game stores. Like, an hour?"


"Two." I pulled from him and
walked toward a large department store as the lights and Christmas music
beckoned me to come. 


"Two? Come on, Sis."


"One and a half." I called over
my shoulder and walked in, stopping by the fragrance counter and smelling three
different types of men's cologne. The last one smelled like Finn. 


"Yum," I mumbled and found the
largest box of it. 


"Chloe?" The feminine voice
beside me caused me to freeze. I didn't know any girls in Aspen. 


"I'm Kari, Finn's friend from
school." She moved up beside me and extended her hand. The nasty snarl she
wore a few nights before was gone and her expression was almost kind. 


I shook her hand and nodded. "And,
what can I do for you, Kari?"


"Nothing. I just saw you and thought
I recognized you. I'm glad I did. I needed to apologize."


"For what?"


"For being a bitch the other
night." She pursed her lips and let out a long breath through her nose.
"Finn's such a great guy and I think all of us around here have beaten him
up and taken him for granted for far too long. The other night when he got
upset was the first time I'd seen him show emotion about anything since we were
kids. Like a part of him died when he lost his mother and then slowly over time,
it kept getting worse. I know he gets around, but I understand why." 


"Your point?" I didn't want to
be rude, but I couldn't help myself seeing that this bitch was unbelievably
rude to me only a few nights back. 


"No point. Just an apology. I was
jealous and acted like a jerk. I'm sorry." 


"It happens." I glanced around
to see if he was somewhere behind us. Seemed like him to start sending flowers
and people to help me see the good in him. It was ingenious, which was right up
his alley. "Did he put you up to this?"


"Finn? Heavens, no. I haven't seen
him since the other night. He's working his ass off, no doubt. He wants to
build his own lodge, but money has always been so tight for him and his dad."
She smiled. "Anyway, I'm sorry and I hope things work out with you guys.
He deserves a good woman."


"And, you think that's me? That I'm a
good woman?"


"I don't know, but I think he
believes that, which is enough for me." She nodded and turned, walking
back into the crowd. 


I reached for my phone and dialed his
number. 


He answered on the first ring, breathless.
"Chloe."


"Hey. Sorry it took so long; I was
just..."


He cut me off. "No apologies. I told
you to take your time."


"You working?" I looked around
at all of the people milling about. Most of them were couples, holding hands
and having a good time together. It made me long for him all the more. 


"Yeah, but I get off around two. You
want to get together and talk?"


"No. I want you to join me and Parker
on the slopes. He's going to teach me to snowboard."


Finn snorted, and my lip raised in a
smile. "Confession time."


"What?” I asked. 


"Parker already invited me. The kid's
been texting me for the last three days with what to do and what not to do. I
didn't have the heart to tell him that I wasn't getting involved until you were
ready for me, too." The sound of his voice caused my heart to swell in my
chest. 


"So, you're his friend for this afternoon?"


"I am, but I was going to text you
just after lunch to make sure you were okay with it."


"Too funny. That little shit." I
turned as the attendant walked up. I pushed the cologne toward her and gave her
my card. Finn would be upset over my getting him something, but I didn't care.
I wanted to buy him the world now that I'd decided to give us a try. I had no
idea what that really meant, but the thought of even taking a first step left a
peace settled on me that affirmed that I was headed in the right direction. 


"He's a good kid." Finn cleared
his throat. "Where are you?"


"At the mall. Getting gifts."


"For your dad and Parker?"


"And you." I smiled. 


"Chloe, I don't want anything but
you. Don't buy me anything. Just tell me we can go on a second date and I'll be
the happiest man in the world. I don't need things. I need you."


"Wow. From friends to an instant
romance. Almost like that crazy love you read about in romance novels."


"We were never friends. That was your
dumb rule and it didn't work." He chuckled and I did, too. 


"True. Come with us today and let's
get one over on Parker. Help me pull a prank on him."


"Only if you'll agree to a second
date with me."


"Deal."


"What are we doing?"


"Show up like he wants you to and
when I see you, I'll throw a fit and shove you backwards. Lose your balance and
slide down that small hill by the lift. Drag me with you and let's roll down
and play dead until he gets there. Then, we'll pull him down and bury his ass
in the snow." I was smiling so hard that my cheeks hurt. 


"Damn. That's a little much. Is that
what sisters do to their baby brothers?"


"You bet your ass it is. Help me or
I'll get you back, too." I took the bag from the lady and thanked her before
moving to the next store. 


"I'm in. You're too scary to cross,
just don't really hit me, please."


I laughed. "Never. See you later
today."


"Chloe."


My breath caught in my chest. I prayed
that he wasn't about to say that he loved me. I knew it was starting to build
to that, but it would have been too much, too early. 


"I've missed you. I haven't stopped
thinking about you." His voice was gravelly and sensual. 


Chills ran down my back and I groaned
under my breath. "Stop it. You're making me all hot and bothered in the
middle of the shopping mall."


"You gave me a damn fever the first
time we went out. I think payback should be hell."


"I'll see you around three,
handsome."


"Yeah, you will. Be careful,
baby."


There was no need to pretend I wasn't
interested or to play hard to get, anymore. We didn't have time for that drama.
My days were running short and I needed to make some hard decisions. 


I dropped the call and dropped the phone
back in my purse, feeling good about the afternoon and evening to come. After
we snowboarded with my brother, I was going to find a way to get Finn to cook
for me. He had mentioned his cooking skills several times, but I'd missed out
on trying his stew seeing that Parker ate the whole bowl of it. 


Letting my thoughts go, I ducked into
another store and started my search for the two most difficult people in the
world to buy for: my father and my brother. 


What
do you buy for guys who have everything already? 


* * * *


Parker was bouncing on the balls of his
feet as we purchased our tickets for the lift, the nervousness running through
him was almost humorous. 


"You excited or what?" I glanced
over at him while handing my card to the guy at the front counter. 


"It's the hot chocolate. Should have
stuck to your guns on it." He turned around as if looking for someone. 


"Your friend here yet?" I asked
and took our tickets. "I got him one, too, just to be nice."


"Oh, cool. Yeah, I see him."
Parker smiled like a tomcat. 


"Great. I'll be outside, by the lift.
You guys just come out there and bring my board with you, okay?"


"Yeah, whatever you want, Sis."
He chuckled as I turned and walked outside. 


Nervousness swelled in my stomach over
seeing Finn again. The last time I'd laid eyes on him, I was half dressed in my
bedroom and things got hot quick. I'd fantasized over him taking me against the
wall of my bedroom twenty times since it almost happened. 


His aggressiveness combined with his soft
fingers and warm mouth left me needing him in ways I wasn't used to. I wanted
to explore every inch of him and have him return the favor. Hopefully, he would
be up for it sooner rather than later. Something told me I had nothing to worry
about. 


"Chloe. This is my buddy."
Parker's voice had a lightness to it that said he was on the verge of laughter.



I had my back to them, but I'd moved over
near a small embankment that wouldn't be too far of a fall for me and Finn.
Turning, I let my eyes grow wide and my brow crease. 


"What are you doing here?" I
demanded, then looked at Parker. 


His face dropped and concerned filled his
features. "I thought you would love this."


"You thought wrong." I turned my
angry stare on Finn and damn if he didn't have a sexy smirk on his face. I was
doing all I could to keep our rouse under-wraps, and he was smirking. 


"Come on, Chloe. The kid was just
trying to help." He stood with his back to the small cliff and put his
hands on his hips. "Don't be like that."


"Like that?" I moved toward him
as Parker moved toward me. I pushed at my brother's chest, which surprised him.



"Chloe. Stop," Parker yelled at
me, but I was already in motion. 


"Don't tell me anything, you sorry
bastard." I pushed my hands into Finn’s chest, and he put on a good show,
grabbing me at the last minute and pulling me with him. We slid down the hill
with me on top of Finn, both of us laughing. 


When we stopped, I could hear Parker
yelling as he ran after us. 


"I am not pretending like I'm
dead." Finn gave me a look. 


"For a long hot kiss?"


"R.I.P." He closed his eyes and
sunk into the snow. 


I did the same until I could hear Parker
getting closer. "Ready?"


"On your queue, you mean ass
witch."


I giggled. "Now."


Parker dropped beside us and we bolted up,
attacking him and laughing as he fell back. 


"You assholes! That scared the crap
out of me." He rolled, and balled up a snowball, throwing the first at me
and the next at Finn. 


An older guy in a uniform called down to
us. "Hey! No playing around down there, guys. It's off limits." 


We all made our way to our feet and Finn
pointed to me. "It was all her, buddy. I'm sorry."


"Last time I help you, Finn."
Parker winked and walked back up the hill in front of us.


"I'm praying it's the last time I
need help." He wrapped an arm around my shoulders and glanced down the
length of me. "Did I tell you that I'm missed you like crazy?"


"Yeah, but you can say it
again."


"I've missed you like crazy." He
pulled me close and smiled. "Where's my hot kiss?"


"Coming soon..."
















Chapter 20


Finn



 


 

Chloe was a nightmare at snowboarding, but
we switched her back to skis and enjoyed the rest of the afternoon outside
together. Parker found a few friends and ditched us, which was fine by me. I
needed to talk with the beautiful girl who'd stolen my heart, anyway. 


I waited at the bottom of the run for her,
my hands shading the top of my eyes so I could see her come down. Her long,
blonde hair flapped behind her, and her muted pink jacket and wind-pants fit
her incredibly well. I let out a long whistle as she stopped beside me. 


"You got plans later, pretty girl? If
not, I know a great place in town that will cut you a steak fresh from the
rack. We can grab a few, and I'll grill them for us." I lifted an eyebrow
and waited for her response. Just having her with me lightened the load of
concerns I carried around all the time. 


"Sounds wonderful. I can't imagine
anything better." She moved closer to me, and I popped my feet from my
board and stepped in between her skis, wrapping my arm tightly around her
middle. 


"I can imagine something a lot
better, but we'll start with dinner and a long conversation." I leaned
forward and brushed my nose along hers, wanting to take things slow, and yet
not. 


"How about a cup of coffee now at the
little shop at the clubhouse, and then we'll have our second date? I don't want
to talk about anything heavy tonight. Let's get it all out of the way before we
leave here."


She slid her pink mittens along my face
and pulled me in for a sweet kiss. 


"Get a room!" Parker yelled as
he moved past us. 


"I like that idea. There are so many
things we could do in a room if given enough time." I nipped at her lips
and smiled. 


"You act like such a nice guy, but I
know there's a bad boy underneath it all. I keep seeing him peek out around the
edges of your personality." She pulled from me. 


"Actually, I'm always a nice guy.
You're just making shit up." I licked at my lips again and glanced down at
her mouth. "I want my kiss."


"I do owe it to you." She slid
her arms around my neck and flattened herself against the front of me before tilting
her head up and capturing my lips. 


I slid my hand over the curve of her ass
and squeezed tightly as I explored her mouth fully. She took every bit of what
I was giving and met me with a hot passion that left me needy. It wasn't
something I'd experienced in my past. Desire rolled through me and I pulled her
in even closer, deepening the kiss as my body hardened. 


She broke the kiss and looked up at me a
little starry-eyed. "Damn, you're a good kisser."


"Mmm...you should see what else I can do with this tongue." I
smiled as she shook her head and pushed at my chest. 


"Not here. Not now. So incredibly
bad."


"Not me. You're thinking of someone
else, which come to think of it is highly disturbing." I picked up my
board and tucked it under my arm before nodding to the lodge. "Let's go
have this talk and finish clearing the air between us."


"Yes. Then we should really test out
these promises about your magical tongue." She wagged her eyebrows. 


I growled and reached for her hand, hoping
the talk would be short and the night long. 


* * * *


I carried two cups of hot chocolate over
to the table as Chloe played with her nails. She was nervous, and she wasn't
the only one. 


"Peppermint in yours or no?" I
held out both cups toward her. 


"Yes. I love it, unless you do."


"Nope. It's all yours." I sat
down and pressed my forearms to the table. "I need to apologize."


"You already have, Finn." She
took a tentative sip and looked shocked. "This isn't scorching hot."


"I know. You tell them child's temp
and they make it to where you can drink it." I wagged my eyebrows.
"And here you thought I was just sexy. I'm smart, too."


She laughed, and the sound of it caused my
heart to beat fast. I couldn't even contemplate her leaving in a few weeks. It
was too much to consider. 


"I owe the apology," she began.
I started to cut her off, but she lifted her hand in protest. "No, let me
finish. Please."


"Okay." I sat back and let my
free hand drop into my lap, willing to give her center stage. 


"Coming here was something I did
begrudgingly and only because I had to." She shrugged and glanced down at
her mug. "I'm glad I did, but I think I wanted to just treat it like a
quick stop off in life and move on. I just wrapped up my degree and my dreams
have always been to be on the west coast."


"Which is beautiful." I nodded,
hoping to encourage her to forgo thinking about my feelings and just open up to
me. 


"Yeah, but meeting you and things
spiking so fast between us has me wondering if maybe I was just trying to stay
in California because this place has too many memories. I mean... I do
seriously hate the cold, but this place really is fun." She tugged her cap
off and worked to smooth her long hair. "I'd be near my family if I
stayed, which would be great. Parker mentioned wanting me to this morning."


I leaned in and slid my open hand across
the table, wanting her to take it. She did, and I closed my fingers around
hers. 


"Listen, you have to do what you
think is best, and remember that any decision you make can be undone. You move
here and don't like it? Go back to California. You stay there and it sucks?
Come back to us." I smiled, but my words only seemed to hurt her rather
than help. 


"My apology is for the way I treated
you when I first got here. You didn't deserve it. I pre-judged you. Forgive
me."


"My actions and the way I lived my
life had everyone judging me the same, and you were all right." I pursed
my lips. "Your apology is accepted, but it wasn't needed. You were the
wake-up call that I needed so desperately."


"Why are you so damn nice?" She
tugged her hand away from me. 


"Because I care about you, Chloe. I
want your happiness. Wherever that is, go there. Be free to live your
life." I forced a smile and picked up my hot chocolate. "You and I
will be friends no matter where you are."


"What if I want more than a
friendship?" She sucked her lip into her mouth as her eyebrows pulled
together. 


"Then we work on that while you're
here, and when it's time to go, nothing changes. If we decide to be together
like that, then location shouldn't change anything. It would be hard, but worth
it, right?" 


"Yeah. I'm overthinking this. I just
can't help myself."


"Let's finish up here and get on with
the rest of the afternoon. We don't need to sit here and figure out the future.
I'm sorry for being an ass, and you're sorry for being so fucking hot, and it's
all good." I lifted my hands and shrugged. 


She laughed and leaned back in her chair
as the worry on her pretty face melted. "Did you find out anything about
our dads? Why they can't stand each other?"


"Nope. I mentioned it to my dad, but
he closed up tighter than a clam." I stood and offered her my hand.
"That's their problem, not ours. When it becomes ours, I'll deal with it
for us."


She took my hand and lifted her mug.
"Let's get these to go. I don't know what I figured we could work through
up here, but I'm over it."


"Good. Besides, I'd rather snuggle up
by the fireplace and work through our shit if anything comes up as it comes
up." I pulled her to me and kissed the top of her head. "But, I'm a
simple man. I don't need complexity."


"I like that. A lot." She moved
up and kissed me once before taking my drink to have them put into to-go
containers. "So, if I didn't want the peppermint hot chocolate, were you
going to drink it?"


"Sure was." I slipped my hands
in my pockets and tilted my head as I studied her. Butterflies ripped through
the center of me as she narrowed her eyes a little. 


"Even though you don't like it?"


"If momma ain't
happy, ain't nobody happy." I chuckled, knowing
what was coming next, and said it in tandem with her. 


"Ain't
isn't a word." She smiled and walked back to the counter, leaving me with
my insides on fire and the future opened for anything to happen. It was
terrifying, but would be worth every minute that I got to enjoy. 


* * * *


"How do you want your steak cooked,
baby?" I glanced over my shoulder at her. We were on the small porch I'd
built at the back of my cabin. Her long legs were stretched out as she lounged
in a chair beside me, the top half of her wrapped in three blankets. All I
could see was her little red nose and piercing green eyes. 


"Medium." She lifted her mouth
out of the covers before slipping it back under quickly. 


I turned the steaks and moved to sit
beside her on the lounge chair. "Did you have that meeting with your dad
over the jackets?"


The top of her cheeks lifted above the
covers as she nodded. 


"And?" I reached out and tugged
the blanket down. "Tell me what happened."


"It went really well. He's going to
let me take one of the designs to market under his line. I guess he wants me to
understand the full cycle from idea to an actual product on the shelves."


"And, you're excited?" I pulled
the blanket back up. 


She nodded, and I stood, checking the meat
one more time before pulling it off the grill. 


"Let's get inside, Miss. I hate the
cold." I grabbed my beer and put my shoulder against the door as she moved
in quickly behind me, grumbling about the freezing cold weather. 


After setting the steaks down in the
kitchen and checking on the potatoes and green beans on the stove, I walked
over to the fireplace and wrapped her in a hug from behind. She was thick due
to the blankets, but I still managed to get my arms around her. I snuggled my
face into the side of her neck as she swatted at me. 


"Your nose is cold! Damn." 


"Hush, woman. Part of being my girl
means you have to warm me up when I'm cold. It's in the contract." I
smiled and moved back as she turned to face me. 


"All of you?" Her lips turned up
into a naughty smile and my chest tightened. 


"Yeah. Every last inch." I
pulled her in tightly and kissed her with the intent of exploring her warm
mouth. The sensation of her cold lips and nose combined with the warm wetness
of her mouth caused a growl to slip from my lips. "I want you, Chloe. Say
you’ll stay the night with me."


She nodded and pulled her thick bottom lip
into her mouth as she watched me. It was enough of an agreement for me. I
kissed her nose and moved back to the kitchen. "I'm not the only one with
a freezing-ass cold nose."


Her laughter caused me to glance over my
shoulder. 


"What?" I asked. 


"Freezing-ass. We should just make
that our private joke. You're a grown-ass man with a freezing-ass cold
nose."


I laughed, too, and shook my head.
"Tell me a few things about you while I cut this up, then we'll eat."


"Like what?" She moved to sit on
the stool at my small two-seater table.


"Like your age. Where you were born.
Um...the color of your panties?" I kept my back to her, but couldn't help
the huge smile that lifted my lips. 


"I'm twenty-four. I was born here in
Aspen, and I don't wear panties."


I jerked around and pinned her with a
stare. "You do, too. You had on panties the other night in your
bedroom."


"Those were my sleeping shorts."
She shrugged. "Panties get in the way. I don't like them."


"In the way of what, exactly?" I
lifted an eyebrow, loving this girl all the more. She was letting us have a
full on conversation over her underwear. 


"Of my pants looking good." She
tilted her head to the side and smiled. "What did you think I meant?"


"I'm the town whore, remember? My
panties get in the way of a quickie." I winked, and turned back to the
stove after teasing her a little. I was surprised when her arms slid around my
waist tightly.


"Don't call yourself that again,
okay?" She pressed her lips to my back, and I relaxed against her. 


"I was just teasing, baby."


"I know, but I don't like it. I don't
think you're a whore. Everyone needs warmth, Finn. You just find it in the arms
of a woman." She kissed my back a few more times, and I wished like hell
that I didn't have my shirt on. 


I cut her a piece of the steak and turned
in her hold, offering it to her and smiling as she took it. Her eyes closed and
she groaned. "Delicious."


"I bet that's not the only thing that
tastes good." I tossed the fork behind me and took her face into my hands,
leaning down and kissing her. "Where do you find your warmth?"


"I didn't have a place." She
licked at her lips and swallowed. "But I do now."


Dinner was ready, but all I could think
about was tasting her. I wanted her to find not only warmth, but pleasure
beyond anything she could imagine with me. 


I pushed at the blankets around her and
ran my hands down the column of her neck before leaning in for another kiss. 


She groaned and slipped her cold hands
under my layers of clothes, her fingers freezing, but silky soft. I reached
down and pulled my shirts off, tossing them to the side. Pulling her back
against me, I cupped her perfect ass and pressed at the back of her thighs. 


"What about dinner?" She pulled
back as I beckoned her to jump and wrap her legs around me. 


"Fuck dinner." I gripped the
back of her neck forcefully, and pulled her back down to consume her mouth as I
moved us to the couch. Every cell in my body came alive at the thought of
seeing her come and hearing her cry out my name. I had to force myself to calm
down. I didn't want to scare the poor girl, seeing that I hoped like hell that
this would be the first night of many with us together. 


I couldn't imagine a better future. 

















 

Chapter 21


Chloe



 


 

The heat in Finn's gaze left me tingling
from head to toe. I laid back on the couch and reached for him, wanting to run
my lips over his shoulders and neck, but he pushed my hands away and moved down
between my thighs. His tongue darted out to lick his lip as he unbuttoned my
jeans and smiled up at me. 


"Lift up and stop being so damn
difficult."


I laughed and lifted my hips before
reaching out and running my fingers through his messy hair. He was masculine
sensuality and so damn hot. The thick muscles of his shoulders and chest were
built through hard work every day and I found myself wanting to be the soft
place he landed every night, the arms that welcomed him when he got home. 


"You do have panties on, you bad
thing." He brushed his fingers over the front of my black panties and I
groaned, the sensation of being touched intimately not having belonged to me in
far too long. 


"I wanted you to want to find
out." I bit at my lip and reached out, touching the side of his face as he
watched me with extreme interest. 


"You missed that train, baby. I've
been wanting to find out since we met." He moved down and pressed his
mouth and nose to my sex, breathing in deeply and glancing up at me as I
stiffened. His eyes closed and he flicked his tongue over my scantily covered
mound. 


"God," I groaned and pushed his
head away. "Too much."


He took my wrist in his hand and licked
along the inside of my thigh. "Not nearly enough. Relax and let me taste
you."


I was almost shaking by the time he tugged
my panties off. His fingers spayed out over my stomach as he pushed my shirts
up. I trapped his hand against me and opened my legs as he beckoned me to with
his shoulders pushing back and forth as he moved in closer. 


"So beautiful," he whispered and
pressed his tongue to the center of my wetness, lapping a few times and moving
to suck my clit into his mouth. 


I jerked and released his hand, moving
mine above me and latching onto the couch behind my head as moans started to
pour from my lips. His tongue was thick and deliciously wet as he dragged it
across me rhythmically. I wanted to be embarrassed by the tremors that shook
me, but I couldn't. He made me feel safe and loved before ever seeking to make
me feel good. The slight pressure of his fingers against my entrance had me
crying out. 


"I want to hear my name when you
come, Chloe." He licked at me, and I glanced down at him, the seriousness
in his face shooting an arrow deep into the core of my desire. 


"Yeah, anything you want. Just don't
stop." I reached down and gripped the top of his head, pulling him back
down. 


The deep chuckle that left him
reverberated across my skin, and I arched my hips as he pressed two fingers
inside of me and picked up his pace. Pleasure burned in my belly, and I worked
myself against him, unable to help how badly I needed a release. 


His mumbles and groans left me panting as
I drew closer and closer to the edge of ecstasy. 


"You're close, baby. I can taste
it." He glanced up and ran his other thumb over my clit, tapping it
lightly as he continued to fuck me expertly. 


The minute his mouth spread over me again,
I stiffened and screamed, his name being repeated over and over as fire burst
from the center of my stomach and rushed down my pressure points, searing me
with his promises. He continued to work me, prolonging the orgasm until I
pushed at his shoulder and scooted back. 


"Shit," I growled, leaning over
and pressing my hands to my face. "That was incredible."


He sat back on his heels and smiled,
licking at his lips and cleaning his fingers, which was wickedly sexy. "I
want more."


"Me, too." I scooted forward and
wrapped him in a hug, pulling him flush against me as I pressed my lips to his
ear and licked softly. "I want all of you."


"I'm all yours, baby. Take anything
you want." He turned his face toward me, and I pulled him into a long
kiss, enjoying the taste of my ecstasy on his lips. Dinner was cold by then,
but I couldn't seem to care. 


"Make love to me." I moved back
and slid my hands down the thick swell of his erection, squeezing softly as I
looked up at him. "Now."


"Yeah," he muttered breathlessly
and leaned in, kissing me as he worked to get his pants undone. He stood and
pulled his jeans over his ass, leaving him standing there bare and beyond sexy
with the fire glowing behind him. 


I reached up and stroked his cock, the
thickness of it a little concerning. I'd never been with a man his size, but I
figured he would go easy if I asked him to. I moved up to taste him, but he stopped
me. 


"No. Soon, but not now. I want to
feel you, Chloe." He reached for my hand and pulled me up, squeezing my
ass and rubbing as his lips brushed over my neck. "Let me get a condom
real quick."


I moved back and worked to get my shirt
off as he disappeared into the bedroom. I couldn't help but to steal a long
stare at his ass. He was a work of art – the most beautiful man I'd ever seen.
Why he would want me was beyond figuring out, but I wasn't going to question
it. 


Turning, I reached behind me and released
my bra, letting it drop as he walked back out. 


He stopped at the door and took a shallow
breath as his eyes drug across me. 


"Damn, woman. So much better than I
even imagined you to be." He moved toward me and handed me the condom
before moving down and pressing kisses all around my breasts. He pulled them
together and licked at my nipples in tandem as he growled over and over. 


"Mine," he murmured and stood up
as I panted. "Give me that."


Finn plucked the package from my hands and
rolled the condom on as he nodded to the fire place. "Go stand by the
empty wall and slide your hands up above your head."


I walked to the wall and slid my hands up
the slick wooden surface, arching my back a little and glancing back over my
shoulder at him. "Like this?"


He glanced up and shook his head.
"You're going to be the death of me."


"I plan to." I arched harder
when he reached me and ran his hands over my ass, up my back, and around to my
front before latching onto my breasts and massaging softly. He rubbed himself
against me, and I whimpered again, needing him to take me hard and fast. Love
making could come later. I hadn't been fucked in far too long and was just now
realizing it. 


"Tell me if you need me to slow down
or if I'm hurting you, Chloe." He removed one of his hands from my chest
and moved back as I pushed against the thick press of his cock. 


"Stop talking and start fucking
me." I groaned as he pushed forward, opening me up and working his way
into where he belonged, deep inside me. 


"So damn tight, baby. Don't let
me..."


I growled and pushed back, taking more of
him. "Hush."


"Yeah." His hands moved back to
take hold of my hips and he rocked against me, his speed picking up as he
grunted softly. 


Pleasure rolled through me in suffocating
waves, and I sagged against the wall, breathing deep and enjoying the intense
pressure of his thickness. He leaned forward and pressed kisses to the side of
my neck as his fingers slid between the wet folds of my sex. 


I arched my hips forward and jerked back
in rhythm with his deep thrusts as he softly pinched my clit. 


"I want to feel you come," he
whispered against the wet skin of my neck, and as if he'd already gained
mastery over my body, it responded to his desire. 


I let out a guttural cry and came hard. He
coached me through it, his words commanding and voice so deep that I lost
myself in it. His other hand moved up to cup my throat and he lifted a little
above me, hitting a spot inside of me that caused pleasure to pulsate each time
he thrusted. 


"Oh my God," I groaned and
rocked against him, never wanting the moment to end. 


"Come again before we go get in the
bed." He pinched my nipple and brushed his fingers back and forth over my
clit as he worked himself in and out of me hard and fast. 


It didn't take long before I was crying
out again, tears filling my eyes at the intensity of emotion that flooded me
alongside the orgasm. He didn't stop until I dug my nails into the side of his
thigh and pulled forward, pressing myself to the wall as I shook. 


"God, you're hot. I love how willing
your body is to take pleasure from me." He pressed himself against me, his
cock fitting perfectly between the curves of my ass. He rocked himself against me,
the slick hot skin of his chest rubbing over my back, his hips over my rear. 


I reached back and gripped his head,
scratching softly as I turned to watch him out of my peripheral vision.
"You're incredible."


"You've not seen anything yet,
baby." He nipped at my lips and moved back, tugging at my hand and pulling
me toward the bedroom. 


My legs shook something terrible, but with
the bedroom only a few feet away, I made it and sunk down on his bed, moving
back and awaiting his instruction. 


He moved over me, his body glistening as
the moonlight brushed through the window behind us. 


I reached up and ran my hands over his
beautiful chest and shoulders before pulling him down and tracing the ropes of
taunt muscles in his back. 


Finn lifted to his elbows and pressed back
inside of me as he brushed my hair away from my eyes. He pressed soft kisses
along my face as he made love to me slow and deep. The smell of our lust rushed
up and wrapped around me, and I groaned and moved my legs up, wrapping them
around his narrow waist and brushing my heels across his ass and lower back. 


"I'm falling in love with you, Chloe.
Tell me to stop. Please." He kissed me sensually, and I clung to him. The
lust mixed with the concern in his voice was the perfect rendition of the same
warring emotions inside of me.


"No, please don't stop." I
sounded needy because I was. My fingers moved from his back to slide over the
sharp swell of his ass as he thrusted over and over again. I scratched his taut
skin and licked at his neck, sucking softly and then pressing my teeth into
him. 


"I'm gonna
come if you keep that shit up," he panted and rocked against me harder. 


"Come. I want to bring you over the
edge." I tightened my legs around him, and forced him to look at me as he
lost his rhythm and pumped into my body with fervor. 


He closed his eyes and lifted his chin as
he locked in place above me, crying out loudly. 


I took control of our sex and worked him
as best I could from beneath him, needing to watch him come undone. He cried
out again, and I came from the intense pressure and deliciously hot sound of
him taking what he needed from me. 


He pressed his lips to the side of my neck
and slid his hands between me and the bed, cupping my ass and continuing to
work me until I was limp with exhaustion.


"So good, baby. So insanely
good." He pressed his lips to my ear to whisper his praises before tucking
his face against my neck again and collapsing. 


We laid there for a few minutes with him
resting against me. I ran my fingers through his wet hair and over his back. I
couldn't help but kiss the side of his face a zillion times with the message
that our love making sealed the deal for me. I was lost to him and too scared
to say anything about it. I hoped that my actions would scream as loudly as his
words had. 


How ballsy and brave of him to tell me
that he was falling in love with me. He was my perfect match. The man I'd
dreamt up. The one with good looks, yes, but more so – the one that had his own
dreams and yet would still support mine. 


Jessie had been right all along. I was
going to fall in love in Aspen and never come back. 


With the stark realization that my future
wasn't in California, everything shifted. I stiffened as tears burned my eyes,
the emotions buzzing through me almost too much. 


Finn lifted his face, and kissed the side
of my mouth, his eyes seeking answers to my sudden change in disposition. 


"You okay?" He ran his fingers
through my hair and shifted off of me, turning to sit up and then moving back
down beside me. I pulled myself against him as he lay on his side. 


"Yeah. I'm way better than
okay." I turned my head to watch him. 


"You sure? You look like you’re
overthinking this." His eyebrow lifted and I reached up, running my finger
over it a few times. 


"I am, but that's just me."


"Is your thinking on the good side of
things? Because after that, I'm not sure you should be thinking at all."
He chuckled and ran his fingers from between my breasts, down to my navel, and
back up again. 


"It's good. All good." I rolled
onto my side and wrapped my arms around him. "Tell me more about the
resort you want to build. What does it look like?"


His eyes lit up, and he smiled, watching
me for a moment before diving into the details. The excitement on his face
filled me with a hope that I could help him build it. If things worked out
between us, I could help my dad with his clothing line and give Finn the seed
money that I'd earned. My clothing line could come later. 


I'd been looking for someone to support my
dreams, but now, they didn't seem so important anymore. Maybe that was where I
gathered my warmth – from the promise of the future. With Finn wrapped around
me, I didn't need promises anymore. I had him. 

















 

Chapter 22


Finn



 


 

I woke before Chloe did the next morning.
She was on her back with her hair slung across her face and the top half of her
uncovered. The need to reach out and touch her struck me hard, but I kept my
hands tucked under my face as I laid on my side, watching her. I hated when
people did that shit to me, but I could see where they were coming from now. I
couldn't help myself. So many things about her left me intrigued, and I'd only
scratched the surface. 


We made love again before going to sleep
wrapped around each other, the second time far slower. I'd never made love to a
woman like that, but after doing it, I could see why. It was like I lost a
piece of myself with every thrust, every moan, every
whimper she let out. She was impossibly beautiful, a treasure that I wanted to
hide away from the world. 


Realization dawned on me and hard emotion
slammed into my chest. I rolled over and carefully got out of the bed as tears
burned my eyes. My father loved my mother with a passion that made no sense to
me. He'd been single for ten years out of the longing that he had for only her.



I couldn't imagine loving Chloe for the
next ten years and then having to say goodbye.


Walking to the shower, I pressed my
fingers to my eyes and growled. "Stop it. Idiot."


The water was hot, and felt good against
my skin as I let my worries bleed out. I tucked the situation with my mom and dad
somewhere back into a corner of my heart and figured I'd get Chloe to help me
with how to talk the old fart into giving Milly a try. She was the next best
thing to my mom, but convincing Dad of that would be hard. We'd have to get
manipulative, but Chloe was a woman...she could figure it out for me. 


I smiled and turned the shower off,
knowing she would give me lip for calling her manipulative by nature. 


"Finn?" her voice called out
from the bedroom. 


"I'm in here, baby. Just needed to
get moving." I wrapped a towel around my waist and walked back into the
bedroom to see her curled up on her side, clutching the covers around her
chest. 


"You have to work today?" She
sat up and ran her fingers through her hair as she kept the blanket up against
her. 


I leaned over and pinched the bottom of
it, pulling hard as she yelped. "I wanna see
you."


"Then, get back in this bed. It's
fucking cold." She pulled the covers back up and rolled around in the bed
until she was properly wrapped up. 


I crawled over her and straddled her side
with my full body as I kissed at the side of her face. 


"My dad's already grumpy about me
calling in sick the other day. The cute girl I was going to spend the day with
told on me." I huffed. "Around the shop, we like to say that snitches
get stitches."


She turned and lifted her eyebrow at me.
"Oh yeah? Is that what you guys say?" 


She jerked back, and I fell onto the bed, only
to have her crawl on top of me and run her fingers along my sides, tickling me.



I trapped her hands and rolled us back
over, snuggling in between her thighs and cursing my towel and her blanket.
"I'm gonna get you for that."


She pressed her chin to the ceiling and
let out a sexy moan before rubbing herself against my stomach. 


"Please get me. Get me like you got
me last night."


I nipped at her breasts as they jutted out
and ran my hands up her arms as my cock hardened. 


"You're going to get me fired or
disowned." I brushed my face down her stomach and pressed my teeth against
the swell of her sex. 


Her fingers slid into my hair, and she
pulled me up using a handful of it. "Get out of here before I decided to
play your games and submit to your research."


I got up and tugged my towel off, more
than happy to prance around naked and fully erect in front of her. "What
research?"


She turned on her side and reached for me
as I pulled away and found a pair of clean jeans. 


"How to make women have longer
orgasms? We should work on that."


"If I recall, you had a six hour one
last night." I chuckled as she threw a pillow at me. 


"You were incredibly amazing."
She turned on her back and pulled a pillow onto her face, screaming like a
silly girl into it. She looked out from the side with a huge smile on her
beautiful face. "Amazing. The best lover in the world."


I leaned over and pressed my chest to the
bed before reaching out and touching her face. "Only for you."


"I'm going to hold you to that."
She turned to kiss my hand. 


"If I get to take you to bed at night
and wake up with you in the morning, you can hold me to anything you want
to." I moved more onto the bed and kissed her. "I gotta
go. Want me to cook you something before I do?"


"No. Give me a minute and I'll get
dressed. I don't have a key." She started to get up, but I gently pressed
her back down. 


"There's an extra one hanging on the
rack by the door. Take it with you, and be careful going home. Another thick
snowstorm blew in last night." 


"That's great for business, but
shitty for people like me who can't drive in the snow." She let out a
content sigh. "I don't want you to go."


"Is my independent woman getting
needy?" I chuckled at the warning look I'd gotten. 


"Never. Be safe and call me..."
she paused, and I smiled, "you know, whenever."


She rolled away from me playfully, and I
popped the curve of her butt in the sheets. "I'll call you when I get off.
Bad girl."


"Your bad girl." She glanced
over her shoulder, and gave me a hot look that had me considering telling the
world to go to hell. 


"I gotta go
before I decide not to." I grabbed my t-shirt, walked to the front door,
and worked quickly to get my jacket, boots, hat and gloves on. 


"See you later, Finn." Her voice
was sultry, and I knew better than to turn around, but dammit if I couldn't
help myself. 


The sexy little minx was completely naked,
leaning against the doorframe to my bedroom. She twirled her fingers around a
section of her hair and bit at her lip in a way that had my body reacting
violently. 


I turned and charged her, loving the
squeal she gave as she ran for the bed. She'd have died if she knew how much I
enjoyed watching her perfect ass jiggle as she hauled it back to the bed. 


I stopped at the door to the bedroom and
smiled. "You're lucky I have shit to do or you'd get a spanking for
teasing me."


Somehow, I knew before she did it, that my
own words were going to come back to bite me. She rolled over and presented me
with the prettiest ass I'd ever seen. "Come spank it?"


"Damn, woman." I turned and
walked to the door as I ran my hand down my face. "Behave."


I walked out into the snowy weather and
stopped, breathing in deeply and letting the cold seal my good mood in tightly.
There was nothing that could ruin the incredible feeling that filled me up.
Chloe was mine, and after spending the night in her arms, I knew without a
doubt that I would be hers for however long she would have me. 


* * * *


"So what happened?" Brian sat on
the extra snowplow I'd brought with me to the job site. He was on a late lunch
break, and I was finishing a large job by hand to make sure it looked nice for
our client. 


"She took a few days to think things
through and I guess since it was just a big misunderstanding, she's willing to
give us a try." I reached up and readjusted my hat. 


"So, no boyfriend?"


"Nope. They broke up before she came
here for the holidays." I shrugged and went back to shoveling. My back and
legs were burning like crazy, but I figured it had more to do with making love
to Chloe half the night and little to do with my everyday movements. 


"So, where are you guys going from
here?" Brian took a bite of the burger in his hands and leaned back in the
plow's captain chair. 


"No clue." I stopped and sat the
shovel down. "Give me the burger you brought me."


He tossed it to me and wiped his mouth
before responding. "Don't you think you should have a clue? This doesn't
feel like anything you've been involved in before. I mean, we're talking like
second or third date at this point. This could be serious, Finn."


The look on his face caused me to laugh.
We'd been friends since we were kids, and he was always worried about me,
always looking out for me. 


"It is serious, buddy." I took a
bite of the burger and looked around. "She and I will figure things out.
It's only the fifteenth. I still have ten more days or so with her."


"Ten days with someone you're
obviously falling in love with? Why am I the only one panicking here? It would
be good for you to panic with me." Brian sat his burger down, and shook
his head. "I'm scared and this shit isn't even mine to deal with."


"It's all good. When you fall in
love, I think part of what keeps you sane is believing that all things will
work out for good." I took another bite of my burger, not really feeling
the insane worry that Brian seemed to be experiencing.


"So, that's it? Just let the shit
fall where it may?"


"What else is there to do besides
have fun with her, make memories, and then hope they're enough to keep her
here?" I finished the meal in three bites and chucked him the balled up
wrapper. 


"I guess you’re right." He
shrugged and went back to eating. 


"The only real issue I see is her
father." I checked my work, finding it just the way my father would want.
"I need to have a real sit down with my dad and see what the fuck happened
between him and Chloe's dad."


"Any clue what it could be?"
Brian hopped down and pulled out his keys. 


"Nope. I just know there is some bad
blood there. With me and Chloe finally getting over all these silly little
things, I don't want anything big to pop up in our way."


"Would she choose her dad over you if
he put his foot down?" Brian wiped his mouth once more and balled up the
bag he was holding. 


"No clue. She's known me for two
weeks and him for her whole life. I would assume she would choose him, but I'm
not willing to consider that he'll give her an ultimatum."


Brian pinned me with a stare that said I
was a dumb ass dreamer. "He would."


"So, I'll take care of it. If I can
figure out what happened between our dads, then maybe there is a way to clean
it up and not have it become my and Chloe's problem." I tucked my shovels
on the back of the plow and climbed up. 


"Just be careful. You and Chloe’s dad
are more alike than you realize." Brian slipped his hands into his pockets
and began to shiver.


"Because he sleeps around? My dad
said he was a bit of a man whore, but my days of that are over. I'm tired of
finding my worth in fleeting moments." I took a drink of the soda Brian had
brought me. 


"Yeah. I'm glad to hear that. It's
cool from the outside looking in, but you don't want everyone thinking poorly
of you, like you can't commit to anything. The guys at the office made fun of
Mr. Burke when he left because he has a different date daily while he's here. I
think he's boned most of the women in our office." 


"I'd have thought that was awesome a
month ago, but now...not so much."


"Same. Just tread carefully, Finn.
She's planning to leave soon and I-"


I lifted my hand to stop him. "It's
all good. Grown-ass man, remember?"


"Yeah. Sorry. Call me later."


"Will do. Thanks for lunch."


"Anytime." Brian watched me for
a minute more, but I ignored him. 


I swear he was born to be the sister I
never had instead of a best friend. 


* * * *


I wrapped up and headed back to the shop. There
was no one there, including Milly, which was odd. 


After hanging up my shovels and refueling
the plow, I decided to ride over to Chloe's to see if she wanted to go out for
pizza or something. If her dad was there, it probably wouldn't be pretty, but I
needed to talk with him. Talking to my dad was most likely the smarter bet
first, but after searching the shop and finding no one, I gave up and headed to
the Burke residence. 


The drive over was quick, and I decided to
use the front door to show respect should her father or brother answer the
door. I slipped my hands in my pockets while I waited for someone to answer and
cursed myself for not checking to see if her SUV was in the garage. 


A good-looking older guy in his early
fifties opened the door, and gave me a scowl. "I didn't order a service
today. Tell your dad that this strike two."


He started to shut the door, but I stuck
out my hand and stopped him. "I'm not here to clear your driveway,
Sir."


"Then, why are you here?" He took
a step forward, forcing me back a little to keep our personal space intact.
"Because I see no reason at all for you to be on my property."


"I realize that you and my father
have some old score to settle, but that's between you and him. I've done
nothing wrong." I kept his gaze, not willing to give up on pleading my
case.


He chuckled. "Let me get this
straight. You're here because you want to give Parker snowboarding lessons, and
you think by convincing me that you're nothing like your piece-of-shit father,
that I'll allow you to do so. Is that it?"


Heat ran from the top of my head to my
toes. My father was everything to me. I spoke through clenched teeth, not
liking this bastard at all. 


"My father is a good man. You guys
fucking each other over in your younger years doesn't change that."


"You don't have a clue what you're
talking about, boy." He crossed his arms over his chest, and glared down
at me. "Is this about Parker or Chloe?"


"Both." I stepped closer to him.
"You have no room to judge me, seeing that you're as much of a whore as
I've been the last ten years."


He stiffened, and I knew I'd hit him
square in the chest without having to touch him. I continued, though I
shouldn't have. Attacking Chloe's dad wasn't at all the plan. I'd only wanted
to see her. 


"From what I hear, you have a
different woman across the table from you every day." I shrugged and
brushed my fingers by my lips, wishing I could just shut the fuck up. "Oh
yeah, everyone knows."


"Did your dad tell you that? Is he
spreading lies about me?" He moved toward me aggressively, and I held up
my hands. 


"No. Like I said, my father's a good
man. He doesn't want me involved with Chloe because he assumes she's a greedy
asshole like you, but she's not. She's a great woman with huge dreams and an
even bigger heart."


He grabbed the front of my shirt and
pulled me against him, his nose pressing to mine as anger burned through his
expression. "You stay the fuck away from my little girl. She deserves
better than you could ever give her. Do you hear me? You're a piece of shit who
will rot in this town, boning any available woman and dreaming about a life
that will never ever be yours. Do yourself a favor and don't bring down Chloe
to your level. You'll hate yourself for it later. Ask your father about
that."


He pushed me, and I stumbled backward. His
words burned down my veins painfully. Did the situation between them have to do
with my mother?


"Fuck you, old man. You don't know
anything."


"Right. That's why I live in this
house and drive these cars, Finn. You're right. I'm ignorant." He snorted
as if it were funny and turned back to the house, disappearing inside it and
leaving me feeling like absolute shit. 


He was right. Chloe did deserve better.
Much better than me. 

















 

Chapter 23


Chloe



 


 

I laid around Finn's for most of the
morning and then decided to clean the place up for him. Having figured it would
only take an hour or two, I was shocked when I looked up to see it was already
after noon. I cleaned myself up and grabbed my keys, deciding to treat myself
to a muffin, coffee, and a fabric store. The type of material I needed to work
on my ski jacket design wouldn't be easy to find, but seeing that it was a
common fabric for Colorado, I had high hopes. 


The snow had piled up so high around my
tires the night before that I had to find a stick and force most of it away. I
would need to get my father to show me how to put the chains around the tires
later that day, but it could wait. Most of the main roads were salted, and I
could take it slow until I came to them. 


Moments later, Christmas music blared from
the radio and heat from the vents. My mood was high and my heart full. I would
have loved to have called Jessie and told her the good news, but I couldn't
bring myself to talk to her just yet. The situation with her and Seth was still
a little too raw. 


I made it to one of the large shopping
centers in town and parked by a row of trucks before getting out and walking
into the fabric store. I paused at the front and breathed in deeply, finding
myself at home in the midst of all the different textures and colors. 


"No. It's too girlie, woman. I told
you to get brown." A man's voice rose up from an aisle over, and it was
too familiar not to check it out. 


"It is not. Blue is a man's color,
too." A pretty blonde pushed at a guy's chest and smiled like the world
revolved around him. 


He turned to look up at me as I walked
down the aisle, having planned to skirt by them. 


Finn's dad. A smile lifted his lips, and
he extended his hand to me. 


"Chloe. What a nice surprise."
He shook my hand as I offered it, and nodded toward his friend. "This is
my secretary, Milly."


The woman flinched, and I had to assume it
was the title he used with her. 


"Nice to meet you. I'm a friend of
Finn's." I shook the woman's hand before turning my attention back to
Clark. "You finally get a day off? That wayward boy of yours working in
your absence?"


He chuckled as he released my hand.
"I'm sure he's out working hard after all this snow we got."


"No doubt he is." Milly moved in
closer to Clark, who didn't seem to mind. "That snow we got last night was
horrible. We were worried to get out into it today."


"Yeah, me, too. I'm from California,
so this has been an adventure and a half." I nodded to the fabric.
"You making something?"


Clark butted in. "Make sure you have
chains on your tires, Chloe. If your dad doesn't put them on, bring them over
and I'll have one of the boys do it for you."


I smiled at him. "Thanks, but I'll
have my dad do it. He won't mind."


Milly pushed at Clark's chest and smiled.
"Get out of here. I'll bother Chloe to help me look for colors. You go get
us a coffee next door."


"Bossy-ass women," he mumbled
and walked to the door before pausing and glancing over his shoulder.
"Chloe, you want something, honey?"


"No, Sir, but thank you." I
chuckled at him using my and Finn's latest joke, and of course not knowing it. 


"So, look at these two fabrics."
Milly held them up. "Which do you think would better suit Finn?"


"Oh, the blue. Definitely." I
reached out and brushed my hand down the front of it. "What are you
making?"


"A vest to wear under his
jacket." She beamed, and I could tell that she cared for Finn
tremendously. 


"Have you considered flannel or
fleece?" I moved to the racks of materials and found the same shade of
blue in the other two fabrics. "Here, run your hand over these."


She gave a sound of appreciation as she
did. "These are both great."


"I'd use fleece as cold as it is out
here." I stopped and pressed my fingers to my lips. That was it. I needed
to use fleece in the paneling for my own jacket I was designing. 


"So, you sew?" Milly asked,
taking my attention again. 


"Oh, yeah. I just got my degree in
design." I beamed, unable to help myself. "My mother taught me to sew
when I was nine. My dad had a fit because of the moving needles and such, but I
loved every minute of it."


"Do you still sew together when you
come home to visit? I assume you're visiting." She took the roll of
flannel and snuggled it to her chest. 


"She died eight years ago around this
time." I searched for a light pink in the same fabric. 


"Oh, honey, I'm so sorry." She
brushed her hand over my back. 


"It's okay, but thank you for your
kindness." I turned and decided to ask Milly about the burning question
inside of me that just wouldn't leave me alone. "Can I ask you
something?"


"Sure. After you've helped me find
this great material for Finn's Christmas gift, you can do anything you like.
I've been looking for forever, and as you can see, Clark's been no help at
all."


"How long have you known Clark?"


"Since we were kids. His first wife
was a friend of mine." She tilted her head. "Why?"


"Then, I guess you know my dad,
too?"


"What's his name, dear?"


"Jonathan Burke."


She stiffened, and I didn't need a
response. I already had it. 


"I know Jon." She smiled,
relaxing. 


"Something happened between them, but
I can't figure out what." I glanced around to see Clark coming back in the
store. "Never mind."


She reached out and squeezed my arm.
"Ask your dad about it, then help him heal. It's been a long feud, and
it's long overdue that they stop acting like jealous boys over a girl."


Did she mean literally or figuratively? I
was more confused, which was frustrating. 


"What are you to girls whispering
about over here?" Clark handed Milly a cup and smiled at both of us. 


"Sharing secrets about how to score a
good man," I chuckled. 


"Yeah, but first we gotta find a few of them." Milly elbowed Clark in the
stomach, and he gave her a look.


"I'm going to wrap up some shopping
today, and I got Finn some cologne, but what else would he like? Does he need
anything for his snowboarding stuff or some new shirts or..." I let my
words trail off as they both turned to stare at me. 


"He's a pretty simple guy." Clark’s
expression softened a little. 


"He hates gifts, too." Milly
turned to look up at him. 


"That's because he's always too broke
to return the favor." Clark took a sip of his coffee. 


"Oh, I don't want anything from him.
I just wanted to get him something nice to open on Christmas morning."


"Are you two seeing each other or
just friends?" Milly's cheeks colored, like she'd asked something
inappropriate. 


"I think we're somewhere in between
the two." I shrugged. 


She glanced back at Clark and lifted her
eyebrow. "Looks like you and Jon better get your shit cleaned up. No need
to let it fall on these kids. They haven't done anything to deserve it."


Clark turned his gaze to me, and I tried
to read whatever he was thinking, but it was impossible. 


"I thought you were headed back to
the west coast. You're from L.A., right?"


"Yes, Sir, but I've graduated."
I shifted from one foot to the other, wishing I hadn't gotten myself cornered
into such an odd conversation. "I'm not sure what I'm going to do
anymore."


"What's changed your mind?"
Milly smiled with a knowing look on his face. 


"Finn is starting to."


"You just met him." Clark leaned
against a rack of cotton rolls. "He's not usually one for commitment,
either."


"Clark." Milly smacked him, but
I smiled, understanding where he was coming from. 


"I think that's about to
change." I pulled my phone from my pocket as it buzzed. "Excuse
me."


"Of course, dear. Good to see you
again." Clark turned and put his hand on Milly's back, forcing her to the
front with him. 


"Chloe?" Finn's voice was tight
with tension. 


"Hey. Where are you?" I let my
eyes scan a few more colors before deciding on the pink for sure. 


"Leaving your house." He sounded
as if someone had pulled the warmth out of him. 


"I'm in town." I paused and
waited for a reply but didn't get one. "Finn, What's
wrong?"


"Your dad was home and like a dumb
ass, I thought maybe I could help him see that I'm not my father, so whatever
happened between them..." his voice faded again. 


"Oh no. Was he mean to you?"


"No, just truthful." Finn
coughed. "It's all good. I just didn't want you to go home and him get
upset with you without me warning you."


"I don't give a shit what he
thinks."


"You should, baby. He's your dad.
He's just trying to protect you and find the right kind of man for you."


"You are the right kind of man for
me." I let out a frustrated sigh. "Where are you? I'll just come to
you, and we can spend the night together curled up.


"That sounds great, Chloe, but maybe
tomorrow night. I'm tired and need to think through some shit."


"What? No. Don't pull back again. We
just started to figu-”


He cut me off. "Hey. I'm not pulling
back. Go home and talk to him, and if you still want to see me, just text and
we'll meet up."


I swallowed down the need to cry, and took
a shallow breath. "Okay, but expect a text. Where are you headed?"


"Up to the new run on the east side
of town. I'll keep checking my phone, though."


"The storm was really bad last night.
Do you think that's safe?"


"Absolutely. It's the best time to
snowboard, California girl. You know the waves, but I've got the snow down
pat." He laughed, but I could hear it was forced. 


"Be careful," I whispered into
the phone.


"Always." Worry rolled through
me as he hung up. 


I put the fleece back on the rack and
walked to the front, pissed at my father for whatever he'd done to tear Finn
down. Tears dripped onto my cheeks as I hit the door, and of course, it was my
luck that Milly and Clark were on the stairs, fussing over something. 


They looked back at me, and I froze. 


"What's the matter, Chloe?"
Clark moved toward me with concern on his face. If he didn't like the idea of
me and Finn together, he hid it well. Or maybe he wasn't the judgmental asshole
that my father was. 


I brushed my tears away and took a shaky
breath. "Nothing...just my dad."


"Is he hurt? Do you need our
help?" Clark's willingness to offer help only fueled my anger toward my
father. 


"No, but he's probably going to be
when I get a hold of him." I sniffled and forced a smile. "Just check
on Finn for me. I guess he went out to try to talk sense into my dad and it
didn't go so well."


"Oh, shit." Clark glanced at
Milly. 


"I told you to deal with this
twenty-five years ago." She put her hand on her hip. 


"I've gotta
go, but it was good to see you both." I gave them a sad smile and jogged
to the SUV, ready to fight for the man I was falling in love with. 


* * * *


I made sure to slam the door hard as I
walked in from the garage. My brother and father looked up from the kitchen
table, Parker's eyes wide as I let my anger bleed all over my face. 


"Oh, hell. I'm out." Parker
stood and turned, escaping to his room. 


My father leaned back in his chair and
crossed his arms over his chest, as if expecting me to blow up. 


"How dare you," I growled at
him, reaching out to hold onto the nearest countertop as my hands shook. 


"What? Save you from a mistake? He's
a big one. Mark my words."


"I'm twenty-four years old. I will
date who I want. You are my father, not my jailer."


"Let's throw in your benefactor, your
rent-payer, your degree purchaser-"


I cut him off. "Keep your damn money.
I don't want anything from you ever again."


He stood as I started for my bedroom.
"We're not done."


"Yes. Actually, we are. My dad died
the same day my mother did. We were done the day after the funeral. You made
sure of it." I was screaming at that point, and tears burned down the same
old tracks in my face that they always had. "You've been nothing but a
shell since then."


"Chloe," his voice softened, and
I pressed my hands to my face as a sob left me. 


"No," I whispered as he wrapped
his arms around me. 


"I just want what's best for you.
Finn is..."


I pulled away and poked my finger in his
chest. "Finn is a good man. He's hard working, and he's never once said
anything nasty about you. Not once."


"Why should he?"


"Because if I know you at all, then
whatever happened between you and Clark was your fault." I poked harder.
"Whatever you said to him today has him broken – again."


"I told him the truth." My
father swatted my hand from his chest and gave me a stern look. 


"The truth." I laughed darkly.
"The truth is that I was going to change all my plans. I was going to stay
here with you and Parker. I was going to ask if I could work under your wing
and learn what you've learned or help you build your business. I was going to
move my life and dreams around, and Finn is the main reason why we might have
gotten our family back."


"Chloe-"


"No. Fuck all of it. I'm done with
you. Finn and I will be
together."


"I'm not supporting that."


I let out another angry chuckle.
"Good. I'd hate to have to hear you touting your greatness when it works
out to be the best love affair of all times."


I didn't give him a chance to respond
before I turned on my heel and half-stomped to my bedroom, slamming that door
for good measure. I hated him, and even worse, I hated the way I acted because
of him. 


Finn and I could figure out everything on
our own, and if we didn't work out, I'd do what I'd been doing for the last
eight years. I'd do it my damn self.

















 

Chapter 24 


Finn



 


 

Her father was right. I honestly had
nothing to offer Chloe, except my body. I would be her whore as long as she
would allow me to, but that was it. I didn't have money or a future that I
could show her to prove why our relationship was safe to take to the next
level. 


She was going to consider staying in Aspen
with me and give up on her dreams. I needed to figure out a way to tell her
that she needed to go live her life, and when she was done, come back to me. My
dreams and ambitions were smoke I'd blown up my own ass for years. Nothing was
going to become of it, and I knew it. 


My phone buzzed as I headed to the newest
run for an afternoon of losing myself in the beauty of the mountains. 


"What's up, Dad?"


"Where are you?" His voice was
pinched, and I figured I had an ass chewing on the way. No doubt Chloe's father
had called and given my old man a piece of his mind, much like he'd done me. 


"I'm around. What do you want?"
I couldn't force fake happiness.


"Finn. Come over to the house and
let's talk."


"I don't want to talk, Dad. I worked
my ass off for you today. I'm going to take my board up in the mountains and
try to pretend like everything is okay." I sighed and ran my fingers
through my hair. 


"Everything is okay," my father growled, and I could tell he was holding
back his angst. "Look. I want to tell you about what happened with
Jonathan Burke. It's a story you need to know, and after I'm done, if you want
me to fix it for you and Chloe...I will."


"I appreciate that, Dad, but honestly,
I'm good. Chloe's a great girl, but she's far too much woman for a simple man
like me. I'm not sure what I was thinking. Like you said, I should have
listened to you and kept my dick in my pants."


"Finn, stop it. Get your ass over
here." He was losing his grip, and I was done upsetting him. 


"I'll stop by later. Love you, Pops."
I dropped the call and parked the old truck by the road, not wanting to get a
ticket, seeing that the slopes were closed. They never would let patrons on the
mountain after a hard snow without packing it. But I'd been skiing my whole
life. It was no big deal. I'd just have to be ready to shift at a moment’s
notice if the ground felt too unstable beneath me. 


My phone buzzed, and I turned it to silent
and dropped it in my back pocket. After working to get myself layered up with
clothes, I started the long trek up the side of the mountain. It took me a damn
hour just to get to the top. I'd never appreciated a ski lift so much in all my
life. 


I checked my phone to see messages from my
father, Brian, Parker, and my girl. I chuckled and dropped it back in my pocket,
not willing to feed their emotions. They were overreacting. I was spending a
couple of hours by myself, remembering why I wasn't all the things Chloe's dad said I was. Somewhere along the
afternoon, I'd started to convince myself that he was right.


Chloe was far too good for me, and I would
tell her that, but letting her go just didn't honestly seem like something I
could do. If she shoved me away, I'd leave without a fight, but I wasn't going
to shove her off. I couldn't. I let everything go and focused on the mountain
ahead of me. I prayed like hell it would be a long ride down. I didn't know if
I had the stamina to walk back up the hill after the long morning I'd had. 


My phone buzzed again and I pulled it out,
growling loudly. 


"What?" I growled into the
phone, knowing it was Brian and he would forgive me later. 


"Dude. Your dad's pretty upset. He
just called and said that he's coming to find you."


"I'm fucking snowboarding. I'm a
grown-ass man, Brian. What's the big deal?"


"Um, there was a blizzard last night,
and you of all people know that makes the mountains dangerous. Go home and stop
being a dick. He's worried."


"You and I have been on these
mountains our whole lives." I ground my teeth together. "When's the
best time to ski?"


"Now, but that's beside the
point."


"No, it isn't. Tell me why now is the best time to ski?"


"Because the mountains are empty.
Finn. I'm not playing your games right now. If your dad is worried, then
respect him, like I know you do, and get your ugly ass home."


"My ass is not ugly. Ask any girl
within a five mile radius." I had to lighten the conversation. I couldn't
handle much more strife. 


"Finn. Go home, dude. We'll go out
tomorrow and take a mountain down together."


I sighed and resigned myself to giving
into them. Everyone had their panties in a wad, and once again, it was my turn
to bend and comfort them. "Fine. I'm already up here and there's one
fucking way down."


"Good. Enjoy it and get home. Text me
if you're free later, and we'll grab a beer."


"Yeah, fuck you," I mumbled, and
pulled my glasses down. 


"I'm not your type, remember."


"Right. You're entirely too
hairy." I smiled, not wanting to cause any stress on anyone, just wanting
a moment to myself. 


"Hey."


"What?" I bit my tongue. 


"Whatever that mean old fucker said
to you today...let it go."


"Does everyone know about this?"


"Small town, Finn," he laughed.
"I'm hanging up. Be careful and call me later."


"Later." I pulled the phone from
my face and honestly considered lobbing it halfway across the mountain just to
get a moment of peace. My dad's problems were his problems, and I didn't need
him fixing mine. 


I let my thoughts go and bent my knees,
turning sharply and shoving off. The wind hit me in the face, and I took
shallow breaths, turning and twisting my body as I'd been doing all my life. 


Jonathan Burke’s voice lifted inside my
head, and I couldn't seem to shake his words. 



 

"You
stay the fuck away from my little girl. She deserves better than you could ever
give her. Do you hear me? You're a piece of shit who will rot in this town,
boning any available woman, and dreaming about a life that will never ever be
yours. Do yourself a favor and don't bring down Chloe to your level. You'll
hate yourself for it later. Ask your father about that."



 

Was my mother like Chloe once? Was she
wealthy and filled with plans? Had my father fallen in love with her and
changed everything? Did it matter? She had been happy. 


I could remember so many happy moments
with my folks. Wealth didn't matter and building legacies didn't mean shit if
there wasn't someone there to enjoy them with, someone to pass them on to. 


My dad was right about one thing” I did
need to know the story. It wasn't just about him and Jonathan; I was pretty
sure it involved my mom, too. 


Had she been with Jonathan, and then Dad
stole her? 


I lost my footing for a minute, but
righted myself. 


"Keep your head in the game," I
grumbled and over-corrected my next turn. There was no time to fix the error,
and I covered my face and tried to relax as I flew forward, knowing it was
about to get bad. 


The world flew by, colors mixing and fading
as I tumbled over myself over and over again. I hit something hard on the way
down and lost my vision for a minute. 


I lay there for what felt like forever,
trying to remember where I was and what I needed to do to get up. It was so
damn cold, and the sky was darkening. I fumbled with my phone in my pocket as
dizziness rolled over me. 


Pressing my dad's number, I put the phone
on my chest and closed my eyes, waiting to hear his voice. 


"Finn? What's up, son? You on your
way over?" 


I could hear him, but I couldn't seem to
respond. Fear rushed through me, and I groaned, wanting so damn bad to tell him
where I was and what I was up to, but words wouldn't form. 


"Finn? Stop dicking around, boy.
You're scaring me." His tone sharpened and his anger seemed to burn
through the phone.


Tears burned my gaze, and I let out a
painful breath. My mind was blurry and even breathing was hard. I had to have
punctured a lung and hit my head on something. Why else couldn't I get a word
out?


"Goddammit, son!" I could hear
him yelling at Milly to get the truck and call 9-1-1. I let myself fade out as
he continued to yell at me to stay awake and think good thoughts. 


I let Chloe take up my mind, the warmth of
her smile and softness of her lips keeping me busy. I didn’t know how much time
had passed before the sound of voices around me ushered in relief. Someone was
there to help. Now if I could just flag them down – but I still had no ability
to form words. 


"Here. Here he is. Bring the
stretcher." Someone knelt next to me and picked up the phone. "Hi,
this is Leah Smith. We've found him. We're going to assess him and get him to
St. Marks. Meet us there."


"Hey, buddy." A male voice spoke
near my ear, and as badly as I wanted to respond, I couldn't. Fuck me if I
wasn't paralyzed. If I thought I wasn't good enough for Chloe before, this was
a moment of clarity. "Just stay still, Finn. We're going to make sure your
neck and back aren't broken, and then we'll get you to the hospital. Your dad's
gonna meet us there. Just open your eyes if you can
hear me."


I tried, but nothing happened. It was like
being trapped in my body with no way of communicating out.


"He's breathing, Leah, but
non-responsive. Brain injury, I would assume."


They poked and prodded at me as I lay
there with my eyes closed, trying to focus on breathing. 


"He's got tears coming from his eyes,"
the female spoke. "He can hear us."


"We're going to pick you up now. If
something hurts, just cry out if you can, and we'll stop." The guy patted
my chest. "It's going to be fine. We've got the best doctors in the world
right down the road."


I didn't remember much more other than
bright lights flying by above my head as I opened my eyes for a moment and
groaned. My father was running beside the bed with tears streaking down his
face, and I knew the shit was bad. He glanced down and pursed his lips. 


"I'll see you soon. Hang in there,
okay. Don't leave me. You're all I've got and I'm a selfish bastard." 


He patted my chest, and I tried to mumble,
“of course not,” but nothing came out. I closed my eyes and let the darkness
take me. It was far less frightening than knowing what the hell I'd done to
myself. 


If I survived, I was done taking shit for
granted and defining myself based on other people’s opinions. I knew who I was
and who I wanted to be. Outside of all of that, I knew who I wanted, and if I
could have another shot at showing her, Chloe would be mine forever. 

















 

Chapter 25


Chloe



 


 

I spent the rest of the night in my room,
even refusing Parker as he tried to come in with some food. By Sunday morning,
I was feeling a little less manic. The fact that Finn didn’t call was
upsetting, but I would give him a day or so to cool off. My father had most
likely torn him down to nothing, which still grated my nerves completely. I was
somewhat pissed at Finn for letting my father affect him so much, too, which is
why I hadn’t texted. My dad's opinion wasn't my own, and Finn should know that.



A knock at my door pulled me from my
thoughts. 


I tugged the covers up around me and
called out. "Come in."


Parker stuck his head in the room with a
cute frown on his boyishly handsome face. "Can I come snuggle?"


"Yeah. Get in here." I moved
over, making room for my little brother beside me. 


He pounced on the bed and turned on his
side, curling up and smiling. "I'm sorry about what happened between Dad
and Finn."


"Me, too." I reached out and
brushed his hair back. "It's okay, though. I need Dad to step back, and
this was just one way to make it happen. I think he thinks he can use his money
to hold power over me, but he can't. It's his attention and love that I want.
That would have me visiting every holiday, no matter what."


"Yeah. I think he knows that. He's
just scared to care about someone and then lose them like we did Momma." 


"How are you holding up? I know it's
been a long time, but Dad gets so depressed this time of year." I brushed
my fingers through his hair again, realizing that I'd not even thought to check
on him. 


"I'm okay. I just try not to think
about it." 


I nodded. "Me, too."


"I tried to text Finn, but he didn't
respond. That was yesterday." Parker pushed my hand away. "You're
going to cause my dandruff to come out, and then I'll have to shake my head and
make it snow in here."


"Ew,
sick." I pushed at his chest as he laughed. 


"I'm worried about Finn, Sis."


"Let's go ride over to his house and
see if he's there. We can get a coffee on the way."


"Peppermint hot chocolate?"
Parker sat up and lifted his eyebrow in question. 


"Yeah. One of those, too." I sat
up and pulled with me, tucking them under my arms. "Where's Dad?"


"No clue. He left a note that said he
would be back soon."


"Alright. Let's make a run for it,
then. I don't really want to see him yet." I waited for my brother to
leave the room before getting up and dressing in some sweats and a long-sleeve
shirt.  


The sound of my father taking to Parker as
I walked down the hall caused my heart to contract. I adverted my gaze and
walked past them, grabbing my jacket and my keys. 


"Where are you going, Chloe?"


"To check on my boyfriend who's been
ignoring me since yesterday. Can I use your SUV or did you want me to walk? I
know nothing belongs to me, so if you want these clothes back, just let me know
that, too."


"Just be careful," he mumbled
and turned back to Parker, continuing their conversation.


I was surprised by his unwillingness to
fight with me. I shouldn't have been egging him on,
anyway. I'd promised myself that I would work on things with him, but it was so
damn hard when he kept throwing daggers at the people that I cared about. 


The car was nice and toasty by the time
Parker got into the passenger's side and buckled up. 


"What was that all about?" I
glanced over at him and put the jeep in reverse. 


"Dad has something special he wants
to get you for Christmas, but he needs help with it." He shrugged. 


"What is it?" I turned on the
lights and windshield wipers, not feeling so good about driving across town all
of a sudden. 


"I'm not telling you," he
chuckled. 


I hit the brakes as the jeep rolled over
something. "What was that?"


"The chains. Dad put the chains on
the tires last night. I helped him."


"Where was...oh. In my room."


"Yeah, but it's cool. Gave us a
chance to do something together. He stays so busy with his clients and stuff,
that it was a good reason to call in. Family meltdown is what he told
them."


I laughed, unable to help myself. "It
was that."


"I'm glad you told him that he hadn't
been a dad since Mom died. He has been to me, but I think you remind him so
much of Mom that he struggles with just being around you." My brother
shrugged. "It's stupid, I know, but I think that's part of it."


"You would think that would make him
love me more, not less." I turned on the radio, not wanting to dive into
the reasons why my father was such a jerk to me most days. "New
subject."


"Right. What are you getting Finn for
Christmas?"


"I got him some cologne, but I can't
figure out what else he might like." I looked over at my brother.
"What would want if you were him?"


He looked at me and rolled his eyes.
"You. Duh."


"He's got me."


"Does he?" 


"Stop analyzing things. You're
sixteen. Fart in the car and blame it on me, but don't grow up. I need some
immaturity in my life. That has to be you."


"It will always be me." He
reached over and tugged at my hair. "Be careful on the side roads if we
have to get on any. I was watching the weather this morning and it's
nasty."


"We do, so just help me watch out for
things?"


"Of course."


We rode in silence the rest of the way out
to Finn's, which was a gift in itself. Finn's truck wasn't out in the yard,
which was surprising. I knew he worked on Sunday afternoons, but I would have
thought Clark would have let the guys off to rest or go to church. 


"Where's his truck?" Parker sat
up and looked around. 


"No clue. Wait here and let me make
sure he's not inside."


"Yeah. Sure. You got a key?" He
lifted his eyebrow at me. 


"Yeah. We're dating...I think."


"I'd say so."


I got out of the jeep without responding.
Of all of the people in the world, my little brother was not going to become my
make-shift girlfriend. With Jessie out of my life, I'd have to make some new
friends, but they'd be girls and they would not be related to me. 


After finally getting the key in the lock,
I walked into the house to find it just as I'd left it. Not a dish out or a
pillow moved. I check Finn's bedroom and stopped in my tracks. The bed wasn't
even touched. 


"Did you not come home at all?"
I flipped on the lights and looked around as though there were something that
might give me a clue to where the hell he was. 


Maybe
he stayed at his dad's. 


Surely, he wouldn't have stayed with some
random girl in town just because my dad kicked him in the proverbial nuts. No.
I wouldn't even let those thoughts occupy my time. He was mine, and I was his.
This wasn't about infidelity, but about him needing to work through all the
shit Dad slung at him. I only wished he would have let me help him. For each
negative Dad was sure to have hit him with, I could have pulled out ten
positives. 


After locking up, I jogged back to the
jeep and got in. 


"No luck?"


"No. He wasn't there last night for
sure." I sunk back against the seat and growled. "Now what?"


"Have you tried texting him?" 


"Yes, pointer of the obvious. Of
course, I have." 


"Okay, shit. Put your teeth back in
your head." 


I turned to him and bit at the air for
good measure as he laughed. 


"Do you think it would be too much if
we went by the shop where he works? His dad owns it, so he would know where
Finn was, I'm sure."


"I think that's fine. We're just
concerned friends. They shouldn't get upset about that, and anyway, the worse
he can do is send us packing."


"True." I turned the radio to a
new channel, stopping on the local one to hear the weather. 



 

"Local
news update... Bear Creek Lodge will closed down until further investigations
are completed regarding the tragic accident of a twenty-seven-year-old local
male. He's still in critical condition at St. Marks and the town is joining his
family in praying for him to make a full recovery. This should serve as a
warning that as the city council always advises, no ski..."



 

Parker reached up and turned the radio
down. "How old is Finn?"


"I don't know." I glanced toward
my brother. "You don't think that was him, do you?"


"How the hell don't you know how old
he is? You guys are dating, right?"


"Yes, but I haven't gotten around to
having him fill out the full survey." I rolled my eyes at him. "I'm
sure he's fine. We're just over reacting."


"No, you're under-reacting. We were
just at Bear Creek, and if Finn was upset, where else would he go?"


"Stop." I turned down the road
to his father's shop as tears burned my eyes. "You're scaring me."


"Well, I'm scared, too."
Parker's voice rose, and I reminded myself that he was just a kid. Anything
tragic was scary, but nothing tragic had happened. Finn was probably at the
shop, working himself into a hole so that he didn't have to think about my
father's attack. 


I pulled up and turned to my brother.
"You want to go in with me?"


"No. Just go find out what the hell's
going on and let's find Finn."


I nodded and got out of the car, pulling
my jacket in tighter, and jogging toward the open door. The place was empty,
which I would have expected for a Sunday morning, but the two cars out front
led me to believe someone was somewhere in the building.


"Hello?" 


"I'm back here. I'm coming." 


"Milly?" I called out and jogged
toward the sound of her voice. I met her in the middle of a short hallway and
by the look on her face, I knew the accident was Finn. "Where's
Finn?"


"Oh, honey, he got in an accident on
the slopes yesterday. Did Clark not call you?" She moved toward me as
dizziness washed over me. 


"What kind of accident? Is he okay?
Where is he?"


"He's at St. Marks in a coma. He's
going to be there for a few days and then they'll try to bring him out of it."


"In a coma?" I choked on a sob
that rose sharply inside of me. "Oh my God."


"I know, sweetheart. It's pretty bad,
but they're hopeful that if they let him rest, his body will repair the damage
to his brain."


"I need to get up there. Where is he
again?"


"I'll drive you. No need to have you
in the bed next to him."


"My brother is with me." I
reached for her, and she pulled me into a warm hug as I started to cry. 


Fear crashed in around me at the thought
of losing Finn before I really got him. Things had moved so quickly between the
two of us, but I wasn't planning on slowing them down. I wanted to push full
speed ahead to see what the future had in store for us. I was a risk taker, and
he was one person I was willing to bet the whole lot on. 


"I'll take you both. Dry your eyes,
sweet girl. It's all going to be okay."


I pulled myself together and turned,
walking quickly back out to the jeep to get Parker out. He took one look at my
face and got out of the car, walking around and pulling me into a hug. 


"Is he okay?" 


"I don't know. He's in a coma right
now." I squeezed him and walked to Milly's truck, getting in and scooting
over to make room for him to hop in, too. 


They introduced themselves as I sunk into
my thoughts, not capable of talking without crying. I had to force myself to
think about various designs to keep my mind off of the feel of Finn's hands all
over me and his sweet lips hovering above mine. 


I thought I might explode by the time we
made it to the hospital, but I'd pulled myself together. We piled out of the
truck and walked into the ICU together. I worked hard not to jog toward the
room number Milly called out to me. Stopping in front of the door, I turned to
my brother, who had stopped and was staring into space wide-eyed. 


"I don't want to go in. I'll stay
here." He crossed his arms over his chest. 


"Call Dad and tell him to come get
you. Tell him what happened. Okay?"


"Yeah. I'll do that." He pulled
his phone out, and I glanced toward Milly. 


"I'll stay with him. Go on in there.
Clark's in there. He'd love to see you, I'm sure."


Right.
After Finn's accident really boils down to being my fault, or Dad's, really.


Taking a deep breath, I knocked and pushed
the door open. 


Clark stood and gave me a sad smile.
"Chloe. I'm glad you're here. I didn't have your number or..."


I lifted my hand to stop him. "It's
okay. Really."


"He's doing better. Thank God."
Clark moved to one side of the bed, and I move to the other, my breath catching
in my chest. 


"What was he thinking?" I bent
down and brushed my lips by his ear. His beautiful face was covered in black
and blue bruises. There were tubes and wires everywhere. I held in the scream
that pressed against my lugs as I wept as quietly as I could. 


"They think he can hear us,"
Clark whispered through his own tears. 


I nodded and kissed the side of Finn's
face several times before whispering in his ear. "You better come back to
me. You're not a boy anymore, Finn Warner. You're a grown-ass man. My grown-ass
man. Please don't leave me here without you." 


Clark turned and walked to the window as a
deep sound of grief left him. 


I kissed Finn's face once more and pressed
my cheek to his forehead. "Please, wake up. Please."

















 

Chapter 26


Finn



 


 

A strong hand held mine as I came to from
the long sleep I'd been in. It took me a minute to get my eyes to open, but I
wasn't in a hurry. The last thing I remembered was not being able to see
anything, so the blurry colors that danced before my eyes were a blessed
relief. 


"Finn?" My father's voice caught
my attention, and I languidly turned to find him as my vision cleared a little
more. I was almost too scared to try and speak, but I knew it was foolish. Fear
had never been something to bind me before. It wasn't happening now, either. 


"Dad?" I groaned, my head
hurting far worse than it had in the past. 


"Thank God." He leaned over me
and pressed his cheek to my forehead, which was beyond awkward, and yet not. He
was my dad, and I'd most likely given him the scare of his life. 


"What happened?" I licked at my
lips and tried to move around, finding out what worked and what didn't. 


"You were in an accident over at the
new hill that opened up. You took a pretty bad fall."


"Anything broken or missing?" I
couldn't help but look around the room slowly, half hoping to find Chloe. Maybe
no one had told her that I was hurt, or worse, maybe they did and she wasn't
interested in coming to see me. I deserved that shit completely. Ignoring her
because of her father's actions? Stupid. 


"Broken foot, but it will set, thanks
to your cast." He moved back and rubbed my chest rhythmically like he did
when I was a kid and had a bad dream. "You had a concussion that they
figured would fix itself if they put you in a medically induced coma. You’ve
been out for three days."


"Damn," I mumbled and closed my
eyes, arching my back just to make sure nothing hurt. 


"Seems to have worked. You're
talking. You can see me, right?" He leaned over, and I reached up pushing
at his chest. 


"Yes, and I can smell the ten cups of
coffee you had this morning." A smile lifted my lips, and I looked around
again. "I need some water."


He moved from the bed and poured me a
glass before pressing the button that lifted me to a reclined seating position.
"Let me go tell the nurse you're awake. They'll want to bring the doctor
in."


"Yeah. Where's my phone?"


"It's in my truck. You want me to go
get it?" He stopped by the door. 


"No. Just wanted to check in with
Brian. I'm sure he was worried."


"He's been by every day." Dad
winked and walked out, leaving me alone with my thoughts. 


"What about Chloe? Has she even
called? Does she know? Does she care?" I mumbled and reached up to rub my
hand down my stomach as it growled loudly. 


The door opened, and my father came back
in. "Alright. He's on his way."


"Dad. What happened with you and Mr.
Burke?"


Dad gave me a sad smile, but moved up next
to me and sat down on the bed. "We were best friends as kids. We grew up
together, spent every holiday together, hell, shared
the horror story of losing our virginity the next morning with each other when
it happened." 


My heart ached in my chest just hearing
how this nightmare started. 


"In college we fell in love with the
same girl. Your mom."


I lifted my hand to my face and closed my
eye. "I knew it was something fucked up like that."


"Yeah. We started dating and Jon was
so pissed because he'd told me that he had feelings for her. It was my fault. I
wanted her over him, and it ruined everything."


"I knew he was bitter the other day
when he got in my face, but I honestly thought it was him that was the bastard
in the story."


"Oh, he got me back. He got her drunk
one night and I came to her dorm room to find them making love." My father
closed his eyes and let out a long sigh. "I deserved it, but I beat his
ass that night until he couldn't walk. We haven't spoken since. It's been
thirty-two years and not a word."


"Damn," I mumbled and dropped my
hands back on the bed. "Do you miss him?"


"Every day." He stood up and
stretched. "Jon and I should have fixed this thing between us a long time
ago. He's lost his wife, and I've lost mine. Whatever hate that built up
between us is so past over that we're just spiteful to have someone to hate, I
guess. I'll go talk to him."


"I think that would be smart." I
turned and let out a slow breath. "I'm in love with Chloe. I don't know if
she feels anything I do, but I need you to know that I have to work this stuff
out with her dad. I can't not try to fix it."


"I know you do, son. She's been here
every minute of every day and night since you got hurt." He smiled, and
reached for my hand, squeezing it hard. 


I closed my eyes and took a shaky breath,
trying to hold back tears that I wasn't supposed to have. "I was scared
she didn't come."


"Are you kidding? I forced her to go
home and take a shower about an hour ago."


"You forced her?" I opened my
eyes, and smirked at him. 


"Yeah, you need to learn how to make
a woman do what you want them to do."


"Teach me, oh wise one." I
chuckled, and groaned as pain shot down the back of my head. 


"Take it easy, okay?" He moved
to sit in the chair beside the bed. "I told her she stunk. Like really
bad."


"Dad. Shit."


"Right?" He laughed and slapped
his knee. "She didn't, of course, but she high-tailed it out of here
fast." 


A knock at the door had my attention
shifting. I expected the doctor, but it was my beautiful California girl,
instead. 


"Do I hear two voices in here?"
She stuck her head in the door and let out a soft cry before moving up beside
me quickly. 


I reached for her, and pulled her down with
my free arm, kissing her hard and holding her as close to me as I could manage.



"Don't you ever do that shit again! Do you hear me?" She pressed her forehead to
mine as tears filled her beautiful eyes. 


"Never, baby. I promise."


My father huffed, and Chloe moved back,
sitting down beside me and taking my hand into hers. 


"All you gotta
do is bring a beautiful woman around, and this boy will do anything." He
stood, and picked up his jacket. "I'll be back after a while. I know you
guys need some time together."


"Thanks, Dad." I scooted over in
the bed and patted the empty space beside me. "Get up here."


"You sure?" She glanced around,
but started to work on getting her boots off. "Fuck, you scared me to
death, Finn."


"Did I?" I wrapped my arms
around her as she snuggled against my chest. 


"Yes. I thought I was going to die if
something happened to you." She glanced up at me before lifting up and
kissing me softly a few more times. 


"Don't do that. I've got long-term
plans for you." I brushed her hair off her shoulders and glanced down at
the covers below my waist. "Put a pillow over that. I don't want the
doctor thinking a bone's protruding from my stomach."


She chuckled, and slid her hand down my
erection before leaning in and kissing me again. I groaned against her warm
mouth, my headache dissipating fast. 


Someone clearing their throat behind her
caused us both to jump. She got off the bed, and ran her hands down the front
of her shirt as the doctor laughed and moved up to the other side of me. 


"Well, good to see certain parts of
your anatomy are working." He pulled out my chart as heat rose up my chest
and coated my cheeks. 


"The important parts, or so my girl
thinks." I glanced over at Chloe as her mouth dropped open. 


"I do not."


"You don't?" I tilted my head to
the side, somewhat saddened by her not sticking up for the important parts of
me working. 


"I mean I do, but..."


The doctor turned and smiled at her.
"He's just messing with you. It's the concussion."


"Yeah. What he said." I laughed
and turned my attention back to the doctor. "When can I get out of
here?"


"Friday morning." He put the
chart down and moved closer to me. 


"What day is it now?"


"It's Wednesday." His fingers
moved along my neck and around to the base of my skull. "This hurt?"


"No. It tickles." I turned my
head a little so that I could see Chloe better. Her white wool dress fit her
nicely, the belt in the middle accentuating her small waist and drawing my eyes
to her breasts. I wanted to kick the doctor out and bring her back into the bed
with me. My body might not be ready for another wild night, but my mind was –
as were the important parts. 


"You want me to come back
later?" she asked and moved to the door. 


"No. Fuck, no. Stay right there. He's
almost done." I glanced over at the doctor and gave him a look. 


"Yeah, I'm done. You look
great." He patted my chest. "You're a lucky man. No snowboarding for
six to eight weeks and promise that you'll never go up there after a fresh snow
again. It's dangerous. You're proof of that for all of us."


I nodded. "Lesson learned. I
promise."


He left, and I motioned for Chloe to come
back. 


"You need to rest," she
whispered and crawled back up into my arms. 


I slid my hand down her back and cupped
her butt as I pressed my lips just under her ear. "I don't wanna rest."


"Well, you're going to." She
kissed me softly all around my face, and moved to tuck her head under my chin
as she relaxed against me. "Don't ever scare me like this again."


"You said that already, baby." I
kissed the top of her head. "I promised you that I wouldn't, and I
won't."


She looked up with seriousness on her
pretty face. "And, no more listening to what my father thinks. It's me
you’re dating. Not him."


"Are we dating?" I chuckled as
she narrowed her eyes on me. "Right. Dating."


"Unless you don't want to." 


I slid my hand into her hair and pulled at
the back of her head, needing to taste her again. I kissed her long and hard,
probing deep into her mouth and echoing her groans with a few of my own. 


"I'm here to stay, girl. If you want
to get rid of me, you're going to have to try hard." 


"Or just piss you off and you'll
throw yourself off a snowy mountain." She nipped at my lips and laughed.
"Too soon? Too much?"


"Yes, you wicked bitch."


She laughed and sat up. "So, I figure
you spend Christmas with your father, but I want a night with you right before
or right after. I got you a few things and I want to watch you open them."


"Chloe. I told you that I didn't want
anything." 


She turned and pressed her fingers to my
lips. "I know that, but I'm a woman. We do what we want to, when we wanna do it."


"Why is that hot all of a
sudden?"


"Because you're turned on." She
brushed the back of her fingers over my arousal and pulled her bottom lip into
her mouth. "I wonder if they would bother us if I got under the
covers."


I growled and shook my head. "No. I'd
never hear the end of it. This town is too damn small."


She chuckled and stood up. "I'm glad
you're awake. I knew you were going to be okay, but there's always that part inside
that feeds the doubt and fear, you know?"


"I do." I reached out and took
her hand into mine. "Hey, there's an incredible festival of lights in
downtown during the week of Christmas. Do you remember it from when you were a
kid?"


"I do." Her eyes lit up.
"Man, it's been so long since I've seen it, though."


"Let me take you?" 


She glanced down at my cast before giving
me a cocky smile. "How about I take
you?"


"Either way. As long as I'm with you,
I don't care."


"I feel the same way." She
leaned over and tucked herself against me, right where she belonged. 

















 

Chapter 27


Chloe



 


 

I left the hospital later that night and
slept for twelve straight hours in my bed. Brian wanted some time with Finn and
I was beyond exhausted. I made sure to text him most of Thursday, but we
decided that he would spend some time with his dad and then we would get
together on Friday, so I could help him settle back into his house. Brian was
staying Friday night, but I wasn't missing the opportunity to go over and spend
a few minutes with him. I'd had all the patience I could with not seeing him.
It was nice to know that I wasn't alone in my feelings. 


He was grumpy from us not seeing each
other, too, but his family wanted his time, and I really needed to work out a
few things with my dad. 


After taking a quick shower, I braided my
hair, put on some comfy clothes, and walked out into the living room. Parker
was playing video games on the big screen, which was out of the ordinary. 


"Morning," I mumbled as I walked
toward the kitchen. "Where's Dad?"


"Hey, Sis. He's in the garage."


I didn't waste any time finding him,
though I could think of a million other things that I'd rather have done. The
tension between us had only grown worse, and I had to hope that some of it was
due to the fact that he knew that he was responsible for Finn going up on Bear
Creek Mountain. If it wasn't, then I didn't know my father at all, nor did I
want to. 


I poked my head in the garage to find him
putting chains on the gray Lexus he loved to drive. 


"Dad, you got a minute?"


He glanced up, covered in sweat and
grease, but nodded, sitting back on his heels. "Yeah. This going to be a
short talk or a long one?"


"Long." I moved out into the
garage as he stood up and cleaned off his hands. 


"Okay. First let me say this..."
He reached up and wiped his forehead with the back of his forearm. "Had I
known that Clark's boy was going to get hurt, I never would have said anything
to him. I can't imagine having to go through almost losing you or Parker, so
I'm sorry for that. I still don't like the kid, but wishing him harm isn't at
all who I am."


Letting out a long breath, I nodded. I was
beyond grateful to hear that he wasn't a total monster. Now to see how far his
benevolence could go. 


"I'm sorry about attacking the other
day." 


"Don't be. You were right." He
leaned against the car and sucked his bottom lip in his mouth before patting
the hood next to him. "Come here and sit beside me."


I walked out without hesitation and sat
down next to him, pulling my legs up and wrapping my arms around them. 


"I grew up not too far from here, the
mountains behind the old house was my favorite place to play. One of the
reasons I love bringing you guys up here during the winter is because I
honestly wanted you to experience some of the fun that I did as a kid." He
paused and wiped his head again. "My best friend lived next door, and we
did everything together. I mean from the time we could walk to slapping each
other in the face with our diplomas. He meant everything to me."


Sickness rolled through me. I'd come out
to talk about Finn, but something told me that we were talking about his
father. 


"So things went on as they always did
until we got to college. We both went to the University of Colorado because we
loved to snowboard and there was no damn way we were splitting up." A
smile brushed across my father's face as he got a faraway look in his eyes.
"We were there three years before I fell in love with this beautiful
brunette in my history class. She was so damn funny and left me feeling alive,
like really alive."


"Dad. You don't have to talk about
this if you don't want to." I reached out and touched his arm, not sure
why I was giving him grace, but I was.


"No, it's good. I need to get it
out." He glanced over at me and continued. "The problem was, my best
friend decided to snatch her up before I could get to her, even though he knew
that I'd had my eye on her for the last year. I was just waiting for the right
time."


I didn't want to hear anymore. My father
hadn't been at fault from what I could tell, yet I had pinned him as the
villain without even considering that Clark might have started the whole thing.



"So, he starts dating her, and as you
can imagine, the riff between our friendship, our
brotherhood, was deep and wide. I hated his ass, and without thinking too much
about it, I got her drunk and made love to her on a night that I knew he would
show up." He turned to me. "He stabbed me in the chest, and instead
of trying to work it out, or even walking away, I cleaned off the dagger and I
drove it deep into his heart."


Tears filled my father's eyes and I
couldn't fight back the ones in mine, too. There was so much hurt in his face.
I reached out and wrapped my hands around his thick arm before pressing my
cheek to his shoulder. 


If I had been in love with Seth, and then
Jessie had taken him, I wasn't too sure I wouldn't have stabbed her in the back,
too. 


"So you see, it's not just about
seeing Clark that twists that dagger around in that old womb, but his boy is a
product of the relationship that was supposed to be mine." He sniffled and
wiped at his nose. "I think the only thing that healed me was finding your
mother. All those years we were together, none of this mattered, and honestly,
it doesn't now, either, but when she died, it came crashing back in. I don't
want him near you, and I don't want Clark near me."


"Dad, it was thirty years ago and you
both hurt each other." I moved from the hood of the car to look at him.
"You can't put that one incident on me and Finn. I'm in love with him, and
I want my life to be here in Aspen with you, Parker, and Finn, but if you think
you're going to disallow that..."


He lifted his hand, and I stopped. 


"I don't want you with Finn, Chloe, but
I've lost too much in my life already. I don't want to lose you, too." He
paused and pursed his lips again. "The night I had to come get Parker from
the hospital, I saw Clark for a minute, and the fear and agony on his face left
me breathless. I'm still hurt over our old shit, which is ridiculous, I know,
but I can't let it affect you and Parker."


I moved closer to him and slid my hands
over his shoulders. "Then, stop pushing me away. I'm just like you, and if
you would just bend a little, that can be a good thing."


"I know, pumpkin. You just have to
give me a little bit of space, though. Okay?" He reached up and touched
the side of my face. 


I moved into his arms, hugging him tightly
and praying that this was a turning point for us. I needed my father back as
someone who would be on my side. 


"I love you, Dad." I kissed the
side of his cheek and moved out of his hold. 


"I love you, too, and hey, I got you
something pretty nontraditional for Christmas."


"Parker told me." I smiled. 


His smile faded as his eyes widened and
anger brushed along his features. "What? He wasn't supposed to say
anything. It was supposed to be a surprise."


"No, Dad. He just said that you got
me something pretty cool, but that he couldn't tell me what it was." I put
my hands on my hips. 


"Oh, good. I thought he told you what
it was."


"No, but you can tell me if you
want." I gave him a shit-eating grin. 


He chuckled. "I'm not saying anything
other than this: it's a gift, but it's a project, too, so if you don't want it
when you get it, it will not hurt my feelings if you want to give it
back."


"Give it back? Are you crazy? You
might be a huge pain in my butt, but you give the best gifts ever." I
winked and walked to the house. "I'm helping Finn get settled in tonight,
but I'll be in later. You want to watch a movie with me and Parker?"


"A western?" he asked and picked
up his hand-towel. 


"How about The Grinch?"


"Count me out." He rolled his
eyes. 


I laughed. "Too close to home?"


"Watch it, missy, and be careful on
the roads."


* * * *


I drove to Finn's with a lightness about
me that felt so good. I couldn't wait to tell him the story about our dads,
which in all honesty was heartbreaking. 


His truck was back out front, as was his
father's large pick-up. I parked beside Finn's and got out, pulling out a bag
of treats I'd worked on for the last day or so to keep him in a holiday spirit.



I knocked on the door, not wanting to use
my key in case his father wasn't aware that I had one. 


"Come in!" Finn called out, and
I walked in, smiling at both of them as they sat on the couch. 


Finn's foot was propped up on several
pillows on the coffee table, and he was wrapped in blankets with a glass of
water in his hand. 


"Hey, guys." I sat the treats on
the counter and moved to sit beside Clark on the couch. "Everything go
okay with getting out of the hospital?" 


"Yeah. He's got to be careful with
those crutches in the snow and no getting that cast wet, but other than that,
he's doing good." Clark reached over and squeezed
my hand gingerly. 


"And, the concussion?" I looked
over at Finn, chuckling at the look on his face. 


"You're not my mother, you're my
girlfriend. Get over here and give me a kiss, dammit." Finn leaned forward
and took my hand, tugging at me. 


I got up and moved to his side of the
couch, sitting down and giving him a quick kiss. 


"Dad, time for you to go. Nice of you
to visit. Don't be a stranger." Finn leaned forward and sat his beer on
the coffee-table. 


Clark laughed and stood up as I shoved
Finn's shoulder. 


"Don't be rude. Your dad can stay and
watch a movie with us or something." I winked at Clark. 


He acted like he was going to sit back
down. "Yeah, sure. Why not."


"Get out!" Finn pushed at him and
we both laughed. 


"Alright. Call if you need me. I'll
see you tomorrow, Finn." 


"Thanks for everything, Dad." 


I got up and walked to the kitchen with Clark.
"I made some cookies and fudge. You want to take some back to the office
so you and Milly can try it out?"


"Hey. Is that stuff for me?"
Finn called from the living room. 


"Hush." I glanced over my
shoulder and winked at the sexy guy on the couch. 


"Naw. Keep
it for the boy. He's got a wicked sweet tooth." 


I walked Clark out and turned as the door
shut, giving Finn a sexy smile. 


He beckoned for me to join him.
"That's not the only wicked thing I have. Come sit in my lap and let me
hold you."


I crawled up in his lap, straddling him
and rubbing his chest and the thick column of his neck. "I've missed you.
You feeling okay, really?"


"Much better now." He gripped
the back of my neck and pulled me down for a long, hot kiss. 


I wasn't sure how active he could be, but
I rocked against his arousal slowly as he groaned against my lips. 


"When is Brian getting here?" I
asked.


"I don't know, but call him and
cancel." He slid his fingers under my shirt and squeezed my breast as he
moved down to suck at my neck and then my ear. 


Heat rushed through me and I almost agreed
to tell his friend to hop off. A long night with Finn on the couch sounded divine.



"I'm not canceling on your best
friend." I pulled back and moved between his legs, being careful not to
hit his cast. "When he gets here, we'll stop."


"I hate him already." He
reaching out and touched the side of my face. "I'm so sorry for scaring
you. You're all I've thought about the last few days. Did you know that?"


"No, but I'm glad to hear I'm not
alone. You're all I've thought about, too." I tugged off his blankets and
slipped my fingers into his sweatpants near his hips before glancing up at him.
"Can I?"


"Fuck, yes." He lifted his hips
and I pulled his pants down over his ass, leaving him naked from the top of his
thighs up. 


I reached out and took his thick cock into
my hands, stroking him with one hand and then the other in a slow, tight fashion.



His teeth sunk into his bottom lip, and he
closed his eyes, dropping his head back onto the couch. 


"God, that feels good."


"Mmm...looks good." I moved up and rolled my tongue across his
thick head before taking him in my mouth. 


His breath caught in his chest and he
groaned, lifting his hips and forcing more of himself into me. I wasn't sure
when Brian was coming, but I wanted Finn to come before his boy showed up and
ruined everything. 


I wasted no time in taking as much as I
could of him, my hands pumping his flesh were my mouth didn't touch. He pressed
against my shoulder and groaned loudly a few minutes later. 


"Slow down, Chloe. I want this to
last." He slipped his hand into my hair, and I groaned loudly as my body
flooded with wetness. 


He wasn't the only one that wanted it to
last. 


A knock at the door behind me had him
growling loudly. 


"It's Brian, dude. Let me in." 


"Go away," Finn groaned, and
looked down at me as I continued to fuck him. He licked at his lips and put his
focus back on me, watching me intensely as I let moans roll out of my mouth and
sucked him harder. 


When I moved one hand to stroke his sack,
his eyes rolled back in his head as his mouth dropped open. 


He came hard, and I took my time drinking
him down and cleaning him up. 


"Dude, really? I can hear you guys in
there. It's fucking freezing out here." Brian hit the door twice. 


Sitting back on my heels, I helped him get
his pants back up and stood up, leaning over and kissing him twice as he tried
to catch his breath. 


"Where are you going? Don't leave. I
want you here with me." He called out as I grabbed my purse and opened the
door. 


"Hey, Brian. Good to see you
again." I looked over my shoulder and winked at Finn. "Have fun with
your guy's night. There are sweets up here for you to share. I'll see you
tomorrow, baby."


His angry pout was beyond beautiful and it
only got worse as Brian stopped me. 


"You don't want any of these treats,
Chloe?"


"Nope." I licked my lips and
glanced at Finn. "I already had mine."

















 

Chapter 28


Finn



 


 

I watched Chloe go, and wondered why the
fuck I'd agreed to Brian coming over. He had been with me the last day at the
hospital, and now instead of making love to my woman, I was hanging out with
the guy I used to egg houses with. 


"Hey, what was that all about?"
Brian picked up the bag Chloe brought over and dropped down in the chair next
to the couch. 


"She just came over to give me those
goodies and make sure I was all settled in."


"If you want her to stay, I can
totally go, Finn." Brian pulled out a cookie, inspected it and ate it in
three bites. 


"No, we're spending all day tomorrow
together, I think." I nodded toward the cookie. "That any good? Can
she bake?"


"Delicious," he groaned and
pulled out another. 


"Give me one." I sat up and
reached for it, laughing as he clamped his hands down on the bag. 


"I mean, tastes like shit. You don't
want this. I'll take one for the team and eat them all for us." He bit
into another cookie. 


"Give me the bag, you ass." 


He tossed it to me and I dug through it,
pulling out a few candies and three cookies. 


"How are you feeling? You still
wanting to go into town tonight?" He licked at his fingers. 


"I'm alright. A little tired, but
I'll live." I bit into a cookie, surprised at just how good it was. Not
only was she gorgeous, willing to give me a blow-job to make me feel better,
and wicked smart, but the girl could bake a mean cookie. "I'm asking her
to marry me."


Brian laughed and stood. "Alright.
Let's get this show on the road. It's getting dark, and you know I hate how bad
people drive around here."


"It's the tourists. All these people
flocking in from out of town for the holidays." I reached for his hand and
he helped to pull me up. 


"Oh, I know who it is. I still hate
it regardless." He snagged one more cookie and walked to the door.
"You want to grab something to eat, too?"


"Sounds good. Get my thick jacket out
of that hallway closet and my red hat, please?"


"Aye, aye, Captain." Brian got
the items and helped me dress, making me feel like a child again. 


We got in the truck, which took forever
thanks to my gimp-ass almost falling five times. I buckled up and leaned back,
grateful that Brian was comfortable enough around me to listen to tunes and let
me have a moment. 


The image of Chloe with her pretty pink
lips around my cock raced through my mind and I steeled my resolve. I didn't
need to relive her pleasuring me with Brian in the seat next to me. It wasn't
good for anyone's comfort level. 


"Burgers sound good?" I asked,
turning my head to see what his reaction would be. 


"Yeah. What are we looking for,
anyway?"


"I want to get Chloe a necklace,
Milly some new mittens, and Dad a new jacket. The mall might be our best
bet."


"It's Friday night before Christmas.
You realize it's going to be a fucking madhouse, right?"


"Yeah. It's all good. We'll be quick
about it and get back to the house for some TV."


"Quick about it? With you trying to
carry your big ass around on those toothpicks?" He huffed. "This
should be good."


"Are you calling me fat?" I sat
up as he pulled into the overcrowded parking lot at the mall. 


"Yeah, a fathead." Brian glanced
around. "You sure about this? Look at this place."


"It's all good. Come help me out of
the car and let's get this shit over with."


"Fine. Let's get the gifts and
eat." Brian got out of the car, and I opened my door and grunted as he
helped me to my feet. "Be careful and don't slip. Busting your ass is
funny when you’re healthy. Busting it now would be another trip to the
hospital."


"Shut up, and stop treating me like a
child." I positioned the crutches under my arms and moved toward the
escalator that would lead up to the chaos. 


"Let's swing by the old Vanning place
on the way to get a burger." Brian suggested and reached out to help me,
but I swatted him off with my crutch. 


"Why? I can't afford it,
anyway." I glanced to my left as three girl's going down the other side
called out to me. 


"Finn! Is that you? What
happened?" The blonde in the group puffed her bottom lip out. 


"You poor baby. You need us to take
care of you?" the brunette threw in. 


"No thanks, ladies. I'm good." I
turned back up as Brian called out. 


"I'm not good. I could use some
TLC."


I laughed and got off the moving
staircase. "Come on and stop looking needy. That's half your
problem."


"I am needy." Brian moved up beside me and looked around at all
of the people. "What are the odds that we're going to run into a hundred
women that call out your name? This is going to be depressing."


Someone called for me behind us and I
rolled my eyes. "We'll be done soon."


"Not nearly soon enough," Brian
mumbled. 


* * * *


We stopped by the old Vanning place on our
way over to Burger Stop, but as I suspected, someone had purchased it. It was a
beautiful old mansion that was built in the early nineteen hundreds. It would
have been the perfect spot to turn into a ski lodge, the lodge I'd been
dreaming about since I was a teenager. 


"Hey, you still down about the old
mansion?" Brian reached over and squeezed my shoulder as we walked up to
the restaurant. 


"No. It's going to be years before I
can ever consider getting my own fixer-upper. Someone made a good purchase.
I'll just be interested to see what they do with it." I shrugged and
almost lost my footing. 


"Be careful, man. Shit. Your dad will
kill us if you get hurt again." He held the door for me, and I laughed. 


We would always be fifteen in our heads,
no matter how old we got. 


The hostess showed us to our seat, and I
ordered a drink before pulling out the blue box that had Chloe's necklace in
it. I popped it open and ran my finger over the forever heart. "You think
it's too much?"


"What? No." Brian reached across
the table. "Let me see it up close."


I handed it to him, and let my hands drop
back into my lap. "I love her."


"Really? Already? It's been two
weeks." Brian looked at the necklace, shrugged and handed it back to me.
"She's going to love that. It's pretty, and honestly, I think it's just
about showing that you cared enough to get her something. You get extra points.
You're on crutches and you got her something."


I smiled, knowing I could always count on
Brian to make me feel better. I left the conversation on my feelings for Chloe
for later in the evening, and if he wanted to talk about it, he was going to
have to bring it up. I didn't want to have to defend something that made no
sense, and yet it just was. 


"This is true." I picked up my drink
and took a long swig of it. "Oh, man, I found out what was up between my dad
and Chloe's."


"What? Tell me."


"They grew up together, like you and
I did, and then in college I guess Jonathan fell in love with some girl, and
Dad stole her right beneath his nose." I shook my head, not being able to
fathom something so horrible happening between me and Brian. 


"Damn. That's awful. I don't know
what I would do if you did that shit to me." Brian sat back, sipping at
his beer and looking around. 


"So, her dad totally got the girl
drunk and slept with her in a place he knew my dad would find them." I sat
my drink down, deciding that I'd leave the fact that it was my mother off the
table. That was too personal to share.


Brian almost spit his beer, but caught
himself. "Are you shitting me?"


"No. Crazy. It's been thirty years
and they are still at each other's throats over it."


"I imagine so." He picked up his
menu. "Do you think they'll ever fix it?"


"You know, I don't know. Dad was
pretty torn up about it when he told me the other day, which means he still
cares about Chloe's dad. I think between her and I, we
can get Dad hooked up with Milly and help him work through this stuff with
Jonathan. He mentioned something about talking to him to clear things up for me
and her, but I told him no thanks. I need to work on that relationship myself."


We paused to order our burgers, but the
minute the waitress left, “my big sister” Brian showed back up. 


"Hey, look, I know this is absolutely
none of my business, but what are you going to do when Chloe goes back to Cali?
Long distance relationships suck for people who are mildly sexually active. You
are what we would call extremely sexually active. How is that going to work
out, exactly?" He lifted his hands as I gave him a stare. "I'm just
concerned and wanted to make sure you’ve really thought through this. That's
all."


"First of all, you're right. It's
none of your business, but since I know it's bothering the hell out of you,
I'll explain my thoughts on it."


Brian lifted his beer toward me.
"You're a good man."


I rolled my eyes. "If she goes back,
which I don't think she will, then I have two choices. I can stay here and we
keep in touch, visiting when we can and spending a lot of time on Skype and the
phone, or I go with her."


"Go with her? Are you insane?" He
sat up and hit the table with his knees. 


"Lower your voice. Everyone's going
to be in our business, and I don't doubt that there are several girls in here
that I don’t particularly want to see right now."


He glanced around and lowered his voice.
"Right. Are you insane? You can't leave here. Your dad's here. You love it
here. Fuck...I'm here."


I laughed, and sat back in my chair.
"I don't know what's going to happen, Brian, but if she wants to be
physically together and is willing to try things out, then we have to live in
L.A. or here. That's going to be up to her."


"You are a snow-shoveler.
What are you going to do in California?"


I leaned forward and pressed my hands to
the table. "Go back to school and get a degree? I shovel snow because my
old man needs help and I'm his only son. I have other talents."


"I know, dude. I didn't mean it like
that." He sighed and ran his hands through his hair. "I just don't
like it. I mean, like, at all."


"I know you don't, but I really think
she's the one. We'll find out as we get closer to the time she's supposed to
leave, but her dreams are out there, Brian. She wants to design a line of
clothing for people in warm weather."


"And, you want to build a lodge for
families who like to ski. That's here. You can't do that out there." He
shook his head and sighed heavily again. 


"I know, and for the first time in my
life, I'm alright with that. I'm in love with her. Giving up my dreams to see
hers come to fruition is okay with me. I want to give that to her. To support
her fully."


"You're fucking crazy. This right
here is why I don't date."


I laughed. "You don't date because
you're scared to talk to girls."


He tipped his beer toward me and smiled.
"That right there is the second reason."

















 

Chapter 29


Chloe



 


 

It was incredibly hard to leave Finn the
night before when all I wanted to do was curl up next to him. It took most of
the night to calm my racing heart, but after a glass of wine and a movie with
my brother, I was finally ready to crash. Having to respect his and Brian's
relationship wouldn't have even been on my radar a few days back, but after
seeing the hurt in my dad's face over him and Clark, it was something to be
concerned about now. 


I woke on Saturday morning to my phone
ringing on my night stand. I yawned loudly and reached for it, too cozy to be
in a bad mood. 


"Hello?"


"Hey, baby. Where are you?" Finn
sounded as if he'd been up for the last two hours. 


I rolled over and looked at the clock,
surprised to find it was ten already. 


"I'm still in bed. I guess I stayed
up later than I thought." I yawned again and sat up. 


"Well, get your fine ass dressed, and
get over here. Oh, and pack a bag. I want you in my arms tonight. I'm twenty-seven.
I don't like guy's night. I want my woman with me," he growled. 


"Mmm...I
like the sound of that." I moaned into the phone playfully. 


"If you plan on us doing anything
today besides making love, you need to tread carefully. I've had you once, which
was a teaser that's left me a grumpy ass bear."


"You shouldn't have thrown yourself
down the side of that mountain, and we could have fucked twenty times
already."


"I hate me right now."


I laughed at how cute he was.
"Alright. I'm getting up and packing. Are we going out today?"


"Yes. I had Brian take me out last
night for a little while, but I didn't find the jacket I want to get for my dad.
You mind helping me find it today? We can have dinner at this great restaurant
downtown that overlooks a deep gorge and then back here. Sound good?" His
voice sent goosebumps running down my arms and legs. 


"Sounds great. I'll pick you up in an
hour."


"Thirty-minutes."


"You're so bossy right now." 


"You like it," he chuckled. 


"Actually, I love it." I let him
go and got up, moving faster than I really wanted to, but the anticipation of
seeing him drove me forward. 


I moved through the kitchen and ruffled my
brother's hair as he ate a donut and played on his phone. 


"Where're you going?" He glanced
around. 


"To Finn's house. I'll be back
tomorrow."


"You better. It's Christmas Eve. Dad
would blow a gasket if you didn't." He extended another donut in the air.
"Need food?"


"Yes. Thank you." I snagged it
and held it in my teeth as I jogged to the door, pulling my bag over my
shoulder as I went. "I'll be back tomorrow. Love you."


"Yep. All the girls do." 


I rolled my eyes and walked into the
garage to find Dad's car already gone. He didn't work on Sundays, so I had to
assume he was out with a woman. Where we needed to get Clark to see Milly as a
viable candidate for romance, I desperately needed to get my dad to stop
whoring around. He was a handsome guy with so much to offer. It made no sense
that he would not only use women like Finn used to, but let them use him. There
wasn't any good in living that kind of life. 


* * * *


I used my key at Finn's, not wanting to
have him get up seeing that he was crippled for the time being. He wasn't in
the living room, so I called out, not wanting to scare him. 


"Hey. I'm here." 


"I'm in the bedroom. I can't figure
out how to get my damn pants over this cast." He grunted, and I walked in
to find him sitting on his bed in sexy black boxer briefs with one leg in his
jeans and the other not. 


I pressed my fingers to my lips, not
wanting to laugh, but he was so far beyond cute. 


His warm brown eyes moved across my face
as his expression turned to anger. "Really?"


"I'm sorry. You're so cute." I
moved toward him and slid my hands along his face, pulling it up toward me and
bending down to kiss him soft and slow. By the time I was done with my greeting,
his expression was relaxed and he looked a little dizzy. 


"Hot." He licked at his lips,
and tugged at his jeans again. "What am I going to wear?"


"What did you wear with Brian last
night?" I pulled the jeans off and tossed them behind me. 


"Sweats, but I'm not wearing those
with you. You're my girlfriend, and we're going to a nice dinner." He ran
his fingers through his hair and grumbled under his breath. 


"So, let's not go to dinner."


"No. I want to. It's the holidays,
and besides, the restaurant is right by that festival of lights that I want to
show you."


"Then, I'll cut the seam of your
jeans and expand the leg where your cast is." I moved to pick up the
jeans, but waited until he gave me the okay. 


"Yeah. I forgot you were a
seamstress. Shit. Is there anything you can't do?" He smiled, and reached
for me. 


I jerked out of his way and walked to the
living room. "Where would I find scissors?"


"The drawer next to the stove in the
kitchen. Hurry back in here. I want more of your kisses."


"If I give you more kisses, we'll be
staying here today."


"Then, let's just do that. Dad sits
in the damn office all day, anyway. He doesn't need a new jacket."


I laughed and worked on the jeans until I
was satisfied that they would work. Walking back into the bedroom, I stopped to
pick up a cookie from the plate I'd sent over. 


"Did you like these?" I lifted
it and took a bite. 


Finn reached for it. "Hey! Those are
mine."


I tossed his jeans at him and walked to
the bathroom. "You can share, handsome boy."


"Anything for you, actually."


I looked out of the bathroom and smiled.
"Anything?"


"Anything." 


* * * *


It took far more time than Finn seemed
okay with on finding his dad's coat, which left us having to pick up a hot dog
at one of the street vendors for the festival of lights, but I didn't mind so
much. The show was beautiful, and after a few minutes of walking around,
someone felt bad for us and offered us half price on a horse drawn carriage
ride. 


We got in and leaned back, snuggling up to
each other and letting the various colors and styles of Christmas lights lull
us into a great mood. 


"Oh." I sat up and looked around
at him. "Dad told me what happened between him and your dad."


"Yeah, mine did, too. So sad."
He reached for me and pulled me back down. "We need to get them to talk it
out. It was thirty years ago."


I leaned in and kissed him, mumbling my
agreement. The warmth of his fingers playing along the edge of my shirt caused
my blood to burn, and looking at Christmas lights didn't seem so spectacular
anymore. 


"I'm ready to go," I mumbled
against his mouth. 


He licked at my lips and drew me down for
another kiss before moving back. "Tell them to stop this thing and let's
go home. I want to hold you all night. You up for that?" 


"Yes. More than you know." 


I helped him out of the carriage, which he
didn't seem to enjoy at all. He was used to being independent, and the last
thing he wanted was my help to get him in and out of places. He grumbled at me
as I got him out of the truck at home and I whipped around on him, tired of his
pride. 


"Hey. I'm happy helping you." I
poked my finger into his chest. "I would pick you up out of a wheelchair
and move you around every ten minutes if you needed me to. This isn't going to
last long, so stop bitching about me helping you and just be grateful that you
have someone that loves you and is willing to do it."


He pulled me to him and wrapped his strong
arms around me, looking down at me as the snow started to fall all around us. 


"You love me?" 


I hadn't realized I'd said it out loud – moment
of truth. 


"Yes. With all of my heart." I
touched his face as he dove in for a passionate kiss. 


I opened myself up to him, turning my face
a little to give him more room to play. 


His hands moved down my back and squeezed
my butt softly, kneading at it as he pressed his erection against my stomach.
He broke the kiss and we both panted softly, knowing that it was beyond time to
get into the house and share ourselves with each other. 


"I love you, too." He kissed me
again, this time softly. "Now, help me in the house and make love to
me."


I smiled and moved back.
"Gladly."


When we got into the house, he moved to
the bedroom, sitting down on the edge of the bed and letting out a long sigh.
"Damn, that was honestly exhausting. You'd think after me snowboarding all
my life and working outside shoveling snow, these crutches wouldn't be that big
of a deal, but they are."


Reaching for them, I put them against the
wall and bent down, working his boots off as he watched me. 


"It's a different set of muscles
you're using, Finn. You'll get used to them, and by the time you do, they'll be
gone." I moved up and kissed him as I tugged his socks off. There was an
odd comfort of being in each other’s presence that let us move into doing
common things for each other that I wouldn't have thought of doing for Seth. It
was like we had been married for thirty years, and whatever he needed, I was
ready to give it. 


He pulled his shirt over his head, and
then reached for mine, pulling it off of me. I wrapped him in a hug as he
worked on my bra. He pulled it from my shoulders and pulled me back up against
him, scratching at my back as I groaned softly. 


"Move up on the bed, baby." I
stood and worked my jeans off as he used his arms and good leg to push back
against the mattress. His efforts caused his chest and stomach muscles to
contract, and I watched intently, needing to drag my lips across him slowly. 


"Like what you see, Chloe?" 


I turned and slid my panties down my legs,
bending over and putting myself on display for him. 


He growled loudly, and I stood up,
glancing over my shoulder as I tugged my hair down. "Like what you see,
Finn?"


"Mine," he grumbled and beckoned
me to come to him. 


I crawled up the bed as he licked his lips
slowly. Scooting down, he lifted his hips, pushing his jeans down, and I moved
in to do the rest. 


"You're so fine," I whispered
and brushed my cheek along the side of his arousal, kissing the head of his
cock as I moved up his body. 


He stiffened and let out something like a
whimper as I drug my tongue from the center of his stomach up to his neck. His
hands pressed on my back and I flattened myself against him, enjoying the
warmth of his flesh against mine. 


"I could stay like this forever.
You're so far beyond perfect. Why do you want me?" he asked as he turned
his face toward mine and stroked his hand over the curve of my ass over and
over again. 


"Because you're every fantasy I've
ever had. In the bedroom and out of it." I pressed my hands to his chest
and sat up, shifting my hips forward and pressing back against his dick as it
rubbed along my wetness. 


He groaned loudly and pushed hard against
my hips, impaling me on him. 


"Oh my God," I moaned and let my
head fall back as he latched onto my hips and lifted me enough so that he could
jerk up and down, fucking me from below. 


"I needed you so bad, baby," I
said. I used my body in a way that left me able to take control from him any
minute, but completely subservient to what he wanted. 


He laid back and released me as his
breathing got off kilter. "Whoa. Just a minute. We need a condom. Grab one
from beside the bed."


I pulled off of him and got the condom
before crawling back onto him and straddling his stomach, facing away from him.
I worked to get the condom on as he leaned up a little and licked at my back
while his strong fingers squeezed the thick curves of my hips and rear. 


"Fuck me this way. Please." He
pushed at my lower back, and I looked over my shoulder. 


"Anything you want," I said. 


"I want this." He cried out as I
took him inside of me. 


I leaned back and pressed my hands to his
chest, digging my nails into him and lifting up, working him slowly as I tried
to ignore the building pressure he caused inside of me. 


His hands pawed at my back and ran over my
shoulders as his hips met mine thrust for thrust. I made love to him with my
heart, moving in the ways that had his breath catching and whimpering loudly to
let him know how good he felt inside of me. 


"I'm gonna
come, Chloe." He took hold of my hips and squeezed hard. 


I leaned forward and pressed my hand
against his thighs as I rolled against him fast and hard. The cry that left him
shot me over the edge and I joined him, taking all that he would give me and
knowing that I'd never need anyone in my bed but him. 


He was more than enough. 

















 

Chapter 30


Finn



 


 

I'd been with lots of girls, but no one
made me feel the way Chloe did. She made love to me the night before with
passion like nothing I'd ever seen. It wasn't about getting off or seeing who
could make the other person scream more, but about taking her time to show me
the depths of her heart with her body. 


I shivered at the remembrance of how good
she felt against me. After dreaming about her half the night, I woke around two
and pressed myself back inside of her from behind, taking my time to make love
to her sweet body once more. She stayed curled up, her back against my chest
and her ass pressed tightly to my thighs. 


She took me so well, and we came again
together. 


A groan lodged in my chest as I watched
her sleep early that morning, unable to help myself again. My father would be
expecting me at church, but I wasn't sure she would be willing to go.


"Baby," I whispered and brushed
her hair out of her face. Her eyelids fluttered and I ran my fingers down her
flawless cheek. I had to wonder if she would keep her tan if we stayed in
Colorado. The sun was warm enough to keep her sun-kissed, but the cold air might
keep her from ever getting in it. 


My heart contracted painfully at the
thought of her leaving and heading back out West. I was willing to go with her,
but there was always the off-chance that she might not want me to go. She was
young and had just finished school. Maybe she wanted some time to explore what
life really had to offer, and she might not want someone tagging alone for the
adventure. 


"What are you thinking about?"
She wrapped her fingers around my wrist, and I realized she was watching me. 


"You. Us." I smiled. "My
father expects me in church in an hour. You good with going, or you want me to
tell him we ate something bad?"


She laughed and scooted closer to me,
wrapping her arm around my waist and popping my ass. 


"We're going. I brought a sweater
dress in my bag just in case we went out today. If your father expects us in
church beside him, then that's where we'll be." She kissed my nose and
started to move, but I caught her arm and pulled her back down. 


"We have time for another round in
the sheets, don't you think." I nipped at her lips, loving the way she
groaned at my aggression. 


"No, I want to be pretty for
church."


"Done. You're always drop-dead
gorgeous. No need to make the other girls jealous. That's not real nice."
I kissed her again and lamented as she pulled away from me and walked across
the room to get her bag. She was the finest thing I'd ever seen. I needed to go
to church. I had to make a deal with God. If he gave her to me and let me keep
her forever, I'd do anything he wanted. 


"Get up, handsome. We need to grab a
cup of coffee on our way out this morning."


"I have coffee in the kitchen. I'll
get up and make you a cup." I moved to the edge of the bed and stretched,
almost forgetting about my cast. 


"You don't have creamer, and it's the
holiday season. My peppermint hot chocolate will be gone soon." She sat
her bag down next to me, and I couldn't help but reach out and run my hand down
her back and over her rear. I leaned over and kissed her hip a few times before
she playfully pushed me away. 


"You want a peppermint hot chocolate,
that's what you'll get." I got up and hopped over to my crutches, not at
all worried about being naked in front of her. I planned on being with the
woman behind me for the rest of my life; I just wasn't ready to share that with
her yet. No reason to scare her, but I smiled at the thought. 


She got dressed quickly, and I texted my dad
that we would be at church. He was thrilled that there was a "we" to
it. 


Chloe helped me into my jeans from the
night before and we bumped heads during the ordeal, laughing it off after we
got over the initial sting of it.


"This is almost as bad as that night
that poor girl made you bleed from your skinny jeans." Chloe helped me out
the door as she teased me. 


"I was bleeding that night. Ain't nothing funny about that."



She turned to me and looked like she was
going to say something, but she just winked. 


"Oh yeah?" I had to egg her on.
"Did you look it up in the dictionary and see that you're wrong?


"About what, baby?" She sounded
as sweet as sugar. 


"About ain't
being a word."


"Ain't
isn't a word. Get in the car, and let's get going." She chuckled and got
in the driver's side, leaving me to figure out how to get up into her jeep with
only one working leg. 


"I see how it is." I turned and
pulled myself up by my arm strength, and then tugged the crutches in with me. I
turned to see her mouth open as she stared at me. "I'm impressed."


"Yeah?” 


“Honestly, that was wicked hot. I'd like
to see you do that without your shirt on."


I looked at my watch. "We got time
now?"


"Yes, but we need to make sure we
have time for what's going to happen afterward." She slid her hand down my
thigh and squeezed as she pulled out of the driveway. 


"I think I need to hear more about
this, but after church. You remember how the doctor joked around with us about
me being turned on by you?"


She chuckled and glanced at me sideways.


"Yeah, my dad isn't going to think
that shit is funny." I paled at the thought. "Not in the
slightest."


* * * *


I was surprised to see Milly seated on the
other side of my father when we arrived to the little white church house just
before the service started. I pressed my hand on the small of Chloe's back and
guided her into the pew to sit by my father.


He turned and smiled at her, and even more
surprising than Milly being there was when Chloe leaned over and kissed him on
the cheek. He blushed and Milly reached around and squeezed Chloe's hands. 


"Have you met Milly?" I asked,
leaning around to shake hands, too. 


"Yeah. I'll tell you the story
later." She snuggled in beside me, and I couldn't help but let my eyes
roll over her. Her dark blue dress hugged her waist and flared around her
thighs, cutting off above her knees. The dark brown boots she wore stopped
below her knees and her neck was adorned with a pretty set of brown beads. She
smelled like heaven, and I wanted to tug her closer and press my lips to her
neck. 


I didn't hear a damn thing the preacher
said because I was too busy planning out every detail of my life with the
beautiful girl next to me. He asked us to bow our heads, and I was all too
grateful for the service being over. I was pretty sure the rest of the
congregation was in trouble for sinning outside the church, but there had to be
a special place in hell for those of us doing it in the church...during a sermon.



"You kids want to come back to the
house for lunch? Milly put on a roast this morning for the two of us." He
looked over at Milly and winked at her. 


I glanced toward Chloe and lifted my
eyebrow. Maybe we didn't have much work left to do. Seemed the two of them were
already getting together and doing domesticated things. 


"You want to, baby? You free or you
need to get home?" I reached for her hand, pulling her closer to me and
wrapping an arm around her waist. 


"I need to get home in a couple of
hours. I'd love to have lunch with you guys first."


"Good. You can help me put up my tree,"
Dad chuckled. "I know. It's tomorrow, but I don't
have it up yet."


"How fun." Chloe looked over at
me. "Dad didn't put one up this year. I honestly just realized that."


"Should we do one at my dad's and
then yours?" I asked. There were few things in life that I hated more than
putting up a Christmas tree, but I was willing to do just about anything to
spend more time with my girl. 


"No. It's too late. I'll get him next
year. It's just a good reason to give him tell over something this year."
She moved to my side, and I waved over my shoulder to my dad, promising that we
would stop by the house for clothes for me and then come over for lunch. 


We drove back in silence as Christmas
music played over the radio. There were so many things I wanted to say, but I
wasn't sure how to start the conversation. The last I'd heard, Chloe was
staying until Christmas and then heading back home. 


Christmas was tomorrow. 


"You want me to run in and grab you
some sweats and a t-shirt?" She turned to look at me after putting the car
in park outside of my cabin. 


"I would love that. Can you grab the
large red bag by the bedroom, too? It's got all my gifts in it that I've picked
up for everyone."


"Sure. Anything specific on your
clothes?"


"No. Anything will work. It's just me
and my dad."


"And me." She reached over and
squeezed my hand. "You're okay with me coming out to your dad's tomorrow
after I open presents with Parker, right?"


"Of course. I hate the fact that we
can't spend the night together tonight. Seems a shame." I turned to look
out the front window and let out a breath I didn't know I'd been holding. 


"I'll be right back." She got
out of the car, and I turned to look out the other window, not sure how I was
going to get through the idea that last night might have been our last time to
make love together. It seemed absurd, like that couldn't possibly be our
outcome, but it could. 


She got back in the truck a few minutes
later and laid a small bag at my feet. She sat down the bag of goodies she made
me beside it. "Take these to your dad's and let him enjoy some of them.
You were so damn greedy about them the other night."


"I still am." I turned to her
and took her hand. "Chloe, I just want you to know that I meant what I
said last night. I know it doesn't make sense, and it's only been a few weeks,
but I love you. I don't want to lose you, and I need you to think about if that
matters to you."


"Of course, it does." She
reached out and touched my face. 


"Right. So, here's the deal. I want
to keep working on us and see where this goes. If that means that we make this
work long distance, or you stay here, or I go with you...it's whatever. I just
don't want to give up when we've just started. I'm too far into you."


She nodded. "I love you, too. Let me
think about what the best answer might be tonight, and we can talk tomorrow
about it."


"Okay. I'll hold you to it." I
sat back, feeling better that she loved me, too, but still torn up over what
our end result would be. 


"I hope that's not the only thing you
plan to hold me to." She wagged her eyebrows, and I couldn't help but
chuckle. 


"Anything you want, baby. All you
have to do is ask."

















 

Chapter 31


Chloe



 


 

"Get up! It's Christmas!" Parker
jumped on my bed and shook me awake like he did when we were kids. 


I threw my arm in the air, trying to swat
him off of me, but missing entirely. 


"What time is it?" I rolled over
and groaned. "Parker, It's five in the morning.
We're not kids anymore."


"I am. Get up. It's time to open
presents." He jumped on my bed again, and this time I got him, grabbing
him and rolling over on top of him. 


I pinned him to the bed and breathed in
his face. 


"Dad! Help! Dad!" he screamed,
and I rolled off, grabbing my robe and trying to trip him as we ran down the
hall. 


I couldn't remember all of a sudden why in
the world I hadn't been home for Christmas for the last few years. Me and Dad being at odds was one thing, but my little
brother was growing up alone without me. I shouldn't have stayed away, and I
never would again. 


"Chloe, what are you doing to your
brother?" Dad looked up from his stance in the kitchen with a mysterious
look on his face. 


"What are you doing in the kitchen is
the real question." I moved up to him and pulled him into a hug. "Are
you cooking something?"


"Yeah, Parker and I figured out your
mother's old breakfast casserole recipe. We ran to the store and made it while
you slept on the couch."


"You guys didn't watch The Grinch?" I turned and lifted my
eyebrow at Parker. 


"What do you care? You were snoring
at nine-thirty." He laughed and started organizing the presents by the
fireplace. 


"Why do you guys not have a
tree?" I looked back at my father. 


"I don't know. Just seemed like
another thing to do, and Parker never asked for one." He handed me a cup
of coffee. "Why? You want one? We'll go get one after we open
presents."


"No, it's too late this year, but
next year you're going to have to put up a really big one to make up for this
sadness." I pointed to the empty living room. 


"So you're coming home next
year?" He turned to me and smiled. 


"I'm not leaving. I think this should
be home from now on."


"Are you shitting us?" My
brother stood up from the other side of the bar, his eyes wide with excitement.



"Parker. Watch your mouth, boy,"
my father reprimanded him and then turned back to me. "Are you sure this
is what you want?"


"Well, a really cute guy in town told
me that if things didn't work out here, it wasn't the end of the world. You
just move onto the next place and start something new." I reached out and
brushed my hand over my father's arm. "Can I stay here with you
guys?"


"Forever." He pulled me into a
hug and kissed the top of my head. "Now, get in there, and let's open up
presents."


I fixed my coffee and sat beside my
brother as he tore through far too many packages. Every electronic that had
come out that year was sitting at my brother's feet by the time the morning was
over. I almost said something, but I didn't have room to talk. I had gift cards
to most department stores, a few sweaters, several new pairs of shoes, which my
father did really well on picking out, and a set of keys to a brand new jeep.
The old one was getting traded in, or so my father thought until Parker begged
for it. 


"Is that it?" Dad asked and got
up, leaving as the timer on the oven beeped over and over. "Breakfast will
be ready in ten minutes. It needs to cool."


"I'm going to try out these new
games. Save me a piece." Parker piled everything in his arms and
disappeared down the hall. 


I stood and pulled one of my new sweaters
over my head, wondering if I couldn't make something better that had pockets.
The thing was so cute, but functionally defunct. 


"Chloe, can you come here for a
minute?" Dad moved to the kitchen table, and I realized I hadn't gotten
his nontraditional gift yet. 


"Sure." I sat down and took a
quick sip of my coffee before giving him my attention. "What's up?"


"I still have two things for
you." He smiled and pushed two cards toward me. 


"Dad, you've already gotten me way
too much. I don't need anything else."


"Yeah, but these are more than
Christmas presents. Consider them a graduation gift, too." 


I smiled, realizing that one of them was
most likely the money to start my new clothing line. One thing that I realized
was that I could still create something new and exciting for people living in
California without having to live there, too. It was a convenience I would
miss, but there were so many more reasons for me to stay in Colorado for now. 


"Open the pink one first." He
smiled, and I shoved the white one back. "Okay, now remember, if you're
not interested in it, just give it back. It's a project, but I think you'll
love it."


I opened the card and unfolded the deed to
a property. "The Vanning Place. What is it?"


"It's a beautiful old mansion at the
edge of town. It's been here since I was a boy. Clark and I used to always talk
about gutting it and turning it into a ski lodge for families. I've wanted to
do it since I was little, but time just got away from me. I figured if you were
staying here, you might want to start investing in something of your own. It's
a beautiful building and I should have bought it year ago, but it never felt
right until recently." He smiled and tapped the table. "If you're not
comfortable with all the work that nee..."


I cut him off. "Daddy, I love
it." 


He pushed the other card toward me, but I
was breathless over the first gift. I hadn't seen the place, but if my father
thought we could build a lodge out of it, then Finn would probably feel the
same way. I couldn't wait to tell him.


"Open this one now." 


I opened it and found a check for half a
million dollars. I handed it back to him. "I don't want this. It's
ridiculous."


He slid it across the table back toward
me. "It is not. I told you that if you did what I asked you to do that I
would give you the money to start you own clothing line. That's it."


"It can't cost that much." I
picked up the check and balked at it. 


My father had been wealthy for most of my
life, which meant that I hadn't ever really wanted for much, but it was his
money, not mine. This was a check made out to me. It seemed like it was way too
much. 


"It does and sometimes more." He
reached out and touched my hand. "I love you so much. Forgive me for all
the years of being bitter. I didn't even realize how bad I'd gotten until you
ripped my heart back open this last week. I'm so sorry."


"Me, too." My vision blurred,
and I figured it was as good a time as any to ask for a few more favors. Seemed
my father was in the giving mood. "Dad..."


"What, pumpkin?"


"Can I use this money to help
renovate the property?"


"Of course. It's yours. Do with it
what you like."


"Are you okay with me still designing
under your line?"


"Yes. I'll start buying the designs I
like off of you, and that can be a way to help support your spending habits,
too. You might want to eventually get your own place, so we'll work out a deal
between us, and I'll introduce you to a few of the other guys in our line of
work. You might find yourself with more business than you can handle. But, it's
a good place to be."


"One more thing." I smiled,
already so insanely overwhelmed by how generous my dad had been. 


"What?"


"I know you don't like Finn, but he's
been wanting to build a lodge for families his whole life, too."


He smiled. "He gets that from his old
man. It was our dream as boys."


"Can I split this with him? It will
still be mine, but can we draw up papers to give him half of it?"


My father stiffened, and I realized I was
asking a lot of him, but I loved Finn and knew that this would light his world
on fire. 


"You really believe this boy is going
to become your husband? The father of your children?"


"I have no doubt at all." I
picked up the deed. "Can you help me with it?"


"Well, it is yours to do with it what
you want, and you're a grown-ass woman."


I laughed, and he joined me before we got
up and finished getting breakfast together. After we shared one of our favorite
meals that my mother use to make, Dad and Parker went to his room to work on a
new robot that Dad got him and I packed a bag. 


I stopped by Parker’s room and leaned
against the door. "I'm going over to Mr. Warner's."


"Have fun, Sis. Merry
Christmas." Parker looked up and then back toward his pile of screws and
metal parts. 


"Be safe. Take the old jeep until I
can get chains around the tires of the new one." Dad stood, walking toward
me and pulling me into a warm hug. "Tell them I said hi, and make sure
Clark knows that I'll be coming over this week. Okay?"


"Thanks, Dad." I lifted on my
toes and kissed the side of his face. 


"No. Thank you, baby. For giving me
parts of my life back."


I nodded and walked from the house, wishing
that I would have expressed my heart like I should have. It was me who should
be thanking him. His bossy, overbearing nature brought me to Colorado and
because of it...my whole life was changed, and I couldn't be more thrilled to
see where it was headed. 

















 

Chapter 32


Finn



 


 

We wrapped up opening gifts, and I hugged
my father and Milly before piddling around the kitchen for something to eat.
The doorbell rang and I grabbed my crutches as nervousness rose up the center
of my chest. Chloe and I left things wide open the day before, me giving her
the reigns in making a decision on whether we had a future and what it would
look like in the near-term. 


"Chloe. Good to see you, dear."
My father's voice boomed with warmth as I rounded the corner. 


Chloe was dressed in a pretty white sweater
with red leggings and boots. Her hair was in a ponytail, and I swear she looked
nineteen. 


"Hey, baby. Merry Christmas." I
hobbled toward her and had to steady myself from falling over as she hugged me
hard. 


"Merry Christmas. I missed you last
night." She pressed her hands to the side of my face and kissed me several
times. 


"We were just about to make
pancakes." Milly walked up and pulled Chloe into a hug. "You
hungry?"


"No, ma'am. Dad found my mother's old
casserole recipe. He and my brother had it ready for me this morning. Miracles
do happen." I laughed. 


"Jonathan Burke cooked something?
That's not a miracle, hell's freezing over and the apocalypse must be
coming." Clark laughed. 


"Watch it, mister." Milly slapped
his butt and pulled him in the kitchen with her. 


Chloe's eyes went wide and she turned to
me. "What's that all about? Are they dating?"


"I'd say yes, but you couldn't get
either of them to admit it if you tried. They're worse than junior high
kids." I reached out and brushed my hand over her hip. "I got you
something."


"What? When?" She took my hand
and lifted it to her mouth, kissing my fingers softly as I watched her. 


"Brian took me to get it. Come over
here, and let me give it to you." I tugged my hand from her and moved over
to my father's chair by the fire. I slumped down in it and pulled out the
little red bag that had her necklace. 


She got down on her knees in front of me
and snuggled up close. "I like this position. Reminds me of the other day
on your couch."


I shook my head and handed her the bag.
"You're just trying to get me in trouble with my father, aren't you?"


"Would he be mad?"


"If I was sporting a boner around a
pretty girl on Christmas? Yes." I laughed, unable to help myself. 


She started to open the bag, and I reached
out and stopped her. "What?"


I cleared my throat. "I just want you
to know that whatever decision you came to last night, I'll fully support it.
The gift goes wherever you do. Promise me?"


"I promise." She smiled and
pulled out the box, opening it and letting out a short gasp. "Oh my God.
It's beautiful, Finn. I love it."


"It's an infinity heart. It says that
I'll love you forever, no matter what."


Tears filled her eyes and I knew I'd done good.


"Put it on me?" She moved up
into my lap and I worked to get it on her, taking more time than necessary to
keep her where she was. 


"It looks beautiful on you, but
anything you wear does." I pulled her to me and kissed her mouth softly
several times. "Can you stay with me tonight?"


"Of course." She move back down
on the floor and handed me a box. "This one is just a practical gift. I
found it and it reminded me of you."


I opened it and found a box of my favorite
cologne. Lifting it to my nose, I breathed in deeply. "I love this stuff.
You like it, too?"


"I like you." She smiled and
handed me an envelope. "Open it and I'll explain once you do."


"Okay." I took a shaky breath,
not caring about the gifts, but the conversation to come. I was getting mixed
signals left and right and honestly didn't know what to think about whether she
planned to stay in Aspen or not. She hadn't mentioned getting back to any
friends or a new apartment or anything, but she hadn't mentioned staying,
either. 


I unfolded a white sheet of paper and let
my eyes scan over it, trying to focus on the gift and not the different points
in my head that I planned to give her to convince her to stay with me. 


"It's the old Vanning Place. I don't
know if you know where it is, but my father said..."


"Wait. What?" I pulled the page
up to my face and scanned it, realizing that it was a deed to half the
property. "Oh my God, Chloe...whose is this?" 


She moved up to hover in front of me and
pointed to the owner’s name. 


Finn J. Warner. 


"What? I don't understand." I
tugged the paper down as my heart sped up. "You're giving me half of the
Vanning Mansion?"


"Yes." She sat back on her heels
looking quite satisfied with herself. 


"Who has the other half?" I
moved down to my knees in front of her, trying to be careful of my cast, but
not really giving a shit about it.


She slid her hands over my chest and
clasped them behind my head. "I do."


My heart almost stopped in my chest. I had
to look like an idiot, but I was shocked into silence. She had half of the
mansion and I had half, too... 


"So, you're staying here with me?"
I couldn't stop myself from asking. 


"Yes, baby. If you'll have me."


I leaned in and kissed her with every
ounce of fear and worry, every drop of love and desire I had for her. We
tumbled over, and I rolled on top of her, pinning her to the ground and making
love to her mouth as the realization over what she'd given me rolled through me
in consuming waves. 


She was staying, she wanted to be mine,
and she had purchased the mansion I wanted to build my dreams on since I was a
boy. 


I broke the kiss and closed my eyes,
panting softly above her lips. "This can't be happening."


"It is, baby. My father gave me the
money for my clothing line, but I'm going to invest it in refurbishing the
mansion. Let's build the lodge you want and open a new resort here together."


"Chloe." I stared into her eyes.
"Baby, that money is for you, and you have dreams that aren't here in
Colorado."


"Things change. I realized when you
rolled your damn self down that mountain that all I wanted was a chance at
something great with you. If that's here, then it's here. My dreams have
shifted. I just need you to say yes. To me. To us. To this."


"Hell yes to all of it. I'm blown
away." I moved back down to kiss her again and didn't stop until my father
pushed at my butt with his foot. 


"Breakfast is ready, and I'm pretty
sure I taught you better than to drag some pretty girl to the floor and make
out with her." My dad pushed at my butt again, and I grinned up at him. 


"She likes it. Ask her." I moved
back a little. 


"I love it. I love him." Chloe
smiled and pulled me back down, showing my old man a thing or two. 


He was never going to believe what this
woman had done for me. Hell, I couldn't believe it. 


I was ready to give up every dream I'd had
for the last twenty-seven years to see hers come true, and she turned the
tables on me. She worked magic deep inside of me and repaired parts of me that
I didn't think would heal. There would be a day not too far in the future that
I would ask her to be my bride, and then we'd start a family together. 


"I love you so crazy much, you
incredible woman." I ran my hand through her hair and smiled down at her. 


"How about you show me just how much
tonight in that big comfy bed of yours." 


"Oh, I plan to. Let's eat these
pancakes and get out of here. I ain't had nearly
enough of you."


She smirked, and I growled. 


"Don't even say it," I mumbled
against her perfect mouth. 


"I ain't."
She pulled me back down and stifled my laughter with her soft tongue and long,
hot kiss. 

















 

Epilogue


One
Year Later


Chloe



 


 

The last year had been magical. Living
with Finn in his small cabin was perfect for us starting out. It forced us
close when we got tense with each other and left little room for anything but
hot make-up sex. Our fathers had finally had their long sit-down talk and
worked through the madness from their younger years. Over the course of the
year, they became friends again and started meeting for coffee every Friday
morning. 


Finn and I saved up some money and bought
Milly and Clark a trip to Florida for a week during the summer – the hope was
that they would find something in each other that could turn into romance. It
worked. They were married a month ago in a small family wedding, and my dad was
Clark's groomsman. 


Parker started taking free lessons from
Finn on his snowboard, and I finally let the two of them goad me into learning
how to do it, too. I snuck away for an hour each afternoon for two months to
figure out how to get really good at the sport. They figured I was looking at
new patterns for the designs my father and I were working on. When we got our
first full snow, I pulled out my tricks and memorized the shocked looks on
their faces at seeing just how good I'd gotten. 


Finn make love to me that night so
passionately that I thought I might never recover from it. Where my wish list
included a man who had a knack for fashion, I'm thinking his was finding a
woman that could snowboard. I worked harder to get even better at it after
that. 


My father met someone at Clark and Milly's
wedding that they all went to school with and he'd been dating her for the last
three weeks. She's sweet and reminds me a little too much of Mom, but I've kept
my thoughts to myself on it. 


The lodge that my father purchased for me
to fix up is fully functional, the doors having opened in late October. Parker
works in the ski shop and I spend most of my days working on various designs
for the clothing store that's nestled into the side of it. Finn's in love with
the place and spends more time there than he does with me. I'm not jealous –
well, maybe a little. 


It was Christmas once again, but unlike
last year, this year, we were all healthy and happy. At Finn’s request, we
invited everyone to the lodge for a big Christmas dinner on Christmas Eve. We
had to wait until after the seven o'clock church service, which his father
dragged us all to, but afterward, we piled up in various vehicles and drove
back to the lodge. 


"Everyone around the table together?
It's going to be great. I’m excited." I squeezed Finn’s thigh and pressed
my lips against his arm. 


"Me, too,
baby." He wrapped his arm around my shoulders and tugged me in tighter. 


We still had the old truck, namely because
he wouldn't part with it. I think he enjoyed the fact that I could sit right
against him and not more than one person could fit on the other side of me. 


"I had the kitchen prepare a bunch of
different stuff, just in case everyone had different traditions." I moved
to my side of the truck as we pulled up to the lodge. 


"It's going to be great, Chloe. Go on
up there, and I'll meet you shortly. I want to see if anyone needs help with
bags or anything."


I nodded and got out of the car, jogging
up the stairs and letting the beauty of the Christmas lights against the large
snowy mountains take my breath away. I'd learned to love Colorado – not the
cold, but the serenity and beauty it offered. I had loads of jackets and
various sweaters that I'd designed with functionality in mind, but not
forgetting about fashion. They sold like crazy, but the best part was wearing
them myself and enjoying a ride down the slopes with my man in them, too. 


The smell of pumpkin pie and roasted meat
filled my senses when I walked into the main hall, and I paused to look around.
It was odd to see the place empty, but Finn was quite serious about not booking
anyone for the days right around Christmas. He wanted it
to be all about us. He promised that next year we could open it up to the
public, but for this first year he wanted just family and friends. 


I agreed readily and I was glad I did.
Warmth enveloped me and strong emotions washed over me. My life was nothing
like I'd expected and yet so much better than I could ever imagine. 


"Chloe..." Finn called to me,
and I turned as he walked through the large ornate doors I'd just come through.
Everyone piled in behind him, and my heart skipped a beat. 


"What, baby?" I stood in stony
silence, feeling like something was upon me, but not knowing what.


"I wanted our family and friends to
be here tonight for a special reason." He smiled and moved to stand in
front of me, taking my hands and leaning down to brush his lips past mine. 


"What reason is that?"


"When we first met I was a different
man. A man I didn't at all want to be, but I didn't know how to move past it. I
had such big dreams, and yet I left them tucked behind a reality that tore me
down and left me barren. When you showed up...the first day I met you..."
he paused as his eyes filled with tears. 


Mine did, too. "When I almost busted
my head on the ski lift?"


He laughed with thick emotion in his
throat. "Yes. You changed everything. You helped me find myself, making me
want to be a better man, if nothing else, then for you. I owe you everything,
Chloe. I want to build our house together and make it a home with babies that
drive you nuts and rule the place. I want to hold you as we grow older and
continue to make plans together that go as far out as we can see."


I pressed my hands to my mouth, pushing
back the soft cry that beat against my teeth as he dropped to one knee in front
of me and lifted a beautiful diamond ring up toward me. 


"Will you be mine forever, baby? Will
you marry me?"


"Of course, I will. Yes." I got
on my knees with him and knocked him over with a hug that turned into a long
kiss. 


"Oh, God. Get a room!" Parker
yelled, and everyone erupted in laughter, reminding me that life was so much
bigger than we sometimes let it be. It was about friends and family, dreams and
love. 


It was about me and Finn. 


The waves and the snow.
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