
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: Image 1]

[image: Image 2]

 OceanofPDF.com

 The Hookup is a work of fiction. Names, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. 

A Loveswept Ebook Original

Copyright © 2018 by Erin McCarthy

Excerpt from  The Breakup by Erin McCarthy copyright © 2018 by Erin McCarthy All rights reserved. 

Published in the United States of America by Loveswept, an imprint of Random House, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York. 

LOVESWEPT is a registered trademark and the LOVESWEPT colophon is a trademark of Penguin Random House LLC. 

This book contains an excerpt from the forthcoming book  The Breakup by Erin McCarthy. This excerpt has been set for this edition only and may not reflect the final contents of the forthcoming edition. 

Ebook ISBN 9780525619703

Cover design: Makeready Designs

Cover photograph: georgerudy/Adobe Stock

randomhousebooks.com

v5.2

ep

 OceanofPDF.com

Contents

 Cover

 Title Page

 Copyright

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

 Acknowledgments

 By Erin McCarthy

 About the Author

 Excerpt from  The Breakup

 OceanofPDF.com

Chapter 1

Nine o’clock to ten o’clock. That is the sweet spot of my day, every day. It’s when  the  oppressive  weight  of  sobriety  has  been  lifted  by  the  first  few drinks. But before eleven or twelve, when I’m shitty and mean because I’ve had  too  many  and  I’m  trying  to  get  back  to  my  personal  happy  hour  by pouring  more  Jack  down  my  throat.  But  you  don’t  go  back.  That’s  the fucking  rub  of  it.  Every  night.  There’s  no  going  back.  You  think  I  would learn that lesson. 

But I don’t. 

I drink, I chase, I push, I break. 

Then I stumble into bed, sometimes alone, sometimes not. Then I wake up with a dry mouth and an anger that simmers on low. It heats as the day goes on until I can hit the bar. 

And mentally flip off my day, my ex, my brother, my life. 

I don’t really mind my job, which is how I can get out there on the water day  after  day,  busted  and  hungover.  I’m  a  lobster  fisherman,  and  on  the water, where I can chuck my stomach contents over the side if needed, no one  gives  a  shit  if  I’m  a  dick.  A  sour-faced  asshole,  sullen,  quiet, occasionally coughing up a laugh. The other guys are used to me and the fish don’t care. I need the open air, crave it. In town the buildings close in on  me,  smother  me,  wrap  their  wooden  clapboard  arms  around  me  and squeeze until I can’t breathe. 

Funny  then,  that  I  love  the  bar,  that  I  open  that  door  with  anticipation, and  it  welcomes  me  inside  like  the  kiss  of  a  lover.  The  low  ceilings,  the wormy  wood,  the  dim  lighting,  should  make  me  claustrophobic,  but  they don’t.  Here,  I  know  there  will  be  distractions.  Liquor.  Conversation. 

Women.  All  of  which  help  me  to  forget  about  a  pair  of  blue  eyes  in  the solemn face of a two-year-old child, a halo of blond curls around those pink cheeks. 

Out on the ocean, I have time to think. Home alone at night, my thoughts strangle me like an extension cord wrapped around my neck, choking out my air. 

But  here,  at  The  Thirsty  Moose,  in  the  arms  of  my  addiction,  I  am  the closest to happy I can be. 

My name is Cain Jordan and I’m an alcoholic. 

And I have no fucking intention of changing that. 

—

“This is a joke. I’m not stepping foot out of the house like this.” I looked in the mirror and saw a complete stranger. One who looked a lot like my sister, Bella,  who  was  standing  behind  me  in  heels,  beaming.  I  was  instantly  on the  verge  of  an  identity  crisis,  even  though  I  knew  the  fastest  way  to achieve my goal for the night was to submit to Bella’s makeover. But damn, it was hard to look at. Like fashionista roadkill. The glam was horrifying, but I couldn’t look away. 

Behold, the bedazzling of Sophie Bigelow, “The Girl with the High IQ

and Zero Tolerance for Bling.” The look was signature Bella. What I liked to rock was what I called Cute Chic. Combat boots and high-waisted jeans with slouchy, off-the-shoulder sweaters. The vibe of “I cared, but I needed to  be  comfortable.”  This  was  not  comfortable.  This  was  me  on  sexy steroids. 

“But  you  look  pretty,”  Bella  said,  fussing  with  my  hair,  which  she  had diligently curled. 

Between  the  curls,  the  fake  eyelashes,  the  contouring,  and  whatever makeup  voodoo  she  had  conjured  so  that  my  lips  appeared  double  their natural size, I looked like I had a Kylie Jenner fetish. It worked on Kylie. It worked on my sister. It did not do a damn thing for me. Somewhere under my  sister’s  canvas  was  the  real  me.  The  one  who  thought  mascara  and tinted lip balm constituted being made up and who was certain that push-up bras were the invention of the devil. 

A niggle of doubt pushed through my previous confidence. I had run the numbers—mathematically,  it  was  guaranteed  to  work.  But  only  if  I  could

follow through, and right now I wanted to do nothing more than to bury my head in a book and pretend I was a cyborg who was not interested in men or sex. 

“Bella,  I  can’t  even  see.”  I  tried  to  blink  and  the  fake  eyelashes  didn’t move.  They  were  alien  creatures  perched  above  my  eyeballs,  dominating my view. It was like trying to see the world through the legs of a centipede. 

“The  eyelashes,  paired  with  the  shoes,  and  it  is  one  hundred  percent possible  I  will  fall  and  die  tonight.”  I  kicked  the  heels  off  and  gave  an immediate sigh of relief. Better. I had to draw a line. 

She made a face, still playing with my hair. “You know, everyone always accuses me of being dramatic. But because you’re smarter than me, no one seems  to  notice  that  you  are  the  world’s  biggest  exaggerator.  You’re  not going  to  fall,  so  put  those  back  on.  You’re  a  brat,  but  you’re  not  clumsy. 

And this is why we’re doing this—it’s a test run. You’re breaking the look and the shoes in before the wedding.” 

Oh,  right,  the  wedding.  Otherwise  known  as  “The  Wedding  to  End  All Weddings.” “The Fairy Tale Fantasy Nuptials.” “Bella’s Current Reason for Being.”  “The  Most  Pretentious  Display  of  Excess  Ever.”  And  the culmination of Bella’s two-year campaign to get her boyfriend Bradley to take it to the next level. So we were here, at our parents’ summer house in Camden, Maine, getting ready for the big day. 

I  pushed  her  hand  aside,  mildly  annoyed  that  she  had  said  I  was exaggerating.  None  of  this  was  my  scene  and  that  was  no  lie.  I  was  the anomaly  in  the  Bigelow  family,  the  only  one  generally  unconcerned  with appearances,  which  drove  my  sister  and  my  mother  absolutely  freaking insane.  My  father  didn’t  care,  but  then  my  father  didn’t  care  about  his family  much  to  speak  of  anyway.  His  days  and  thoughts  revolved  around making  money,  golfing,  and  flirting  online  with  women  in  bikinis  who claimed to be aspiring sportswear models. I know that because I’ve looked, because I’m nosy. 

“It’s  a  beach  wedding.  Can’t  I  wear  sandals?”  I  said,  because  I  really, really  hate  heels.  If  it’s  not  flip-flops,  Converse,  or  boots,  I  don’t  want  to wear  them.  Bella  is  two  years  older  than  I  am  and  we  have  a  lifelong relationship  that  centers  around  her  trying  to  make  me  over,  and  me

resisting. Tonight I was going along with it because one) it was her wedding and two) I wanted to get laid. 

But I couldn’t resist pushing back on the sandals because Rome wasn’t conquered  in  a  day.  I  should  take  this  in  baby  steps.  Hair,  makeup,  tight dress, check. The heels were on a whole different level. Grad school versus middle  school.  I  had  asked  Bella  about  wearing  sandals  to  the  wedding about three hundred times already and I knew what her reaction would be. 

She didn’t disappoint me. 

She stomped her foot. Like, legit stomped her foot like a toddler, and I fought back a grin. But it was so easy to get a rise out of her, even when I wasn’t actually trying. She always thought I was being stubborn just to be a jerk,  but  I  genuinely  hate  wobbling  around  on  stilts  while  my  toes  are smothered by leather. It’s like strapping toothpicks onto a newborn colt and telling him to walk. Wearing heels is a sport and I don’t want to play. 

“Stop asking me that! No sandals! Ugh! We’re not getting married on the sand.  That’s  why  they’re  called   sand-als.”  Her  face  scrunched  up  and somehow she made her tantrum look adorable. 

Bella  was  beautiful.  She  always  had  been.  She  was  also  one  of  the sweetest people I’ve ever known, her thoughts simple, her heart pure. I felt bad, the way I always did, when I inadvertently goaded her and she fell for it.  “I’m  sorry,  okay.  I’ll  shut  up.  But  for  the  record,  I  want  it  noted  I’m doing that for you, not because I want to, and only at the wedding.” 

My sister never seemed nervous when it came to event planning, but it occurred  to  me  that  maybe  she  was.  Getting  married  was  a  Big  Fucking Deal  and  despite  her  confidence  that  she  had  her  wedding  and  her  life carefully  planned,  maybe  she  was  anxious.  I  needed  to  respect  that.  The whole  wedding  was,  to  me,  a  designer  circus,  but  this  was  what  Bella wanted. What she had always wanted. I was trying to back her, I really was, but I sucked at all of this. I was way more comfortable back at grad school in class than playing right-hand man to the bride. I was too literal. Everyone knew  that.  I  knew  that.  And  sometimes  I  was  too  honest,  which  made people uncomfortable. That was never my intention, but I had never learned the art of conversation, the dance of choreography where everyone speaks in  subtext.  I’m  too  factual  and  generally  speaking,  that  makes  for  a  shit hostess. 

Which was why my mother had secretly hired someone to do all my maid of  honor  duties.  She  didn’t  think  I  could  do  it.  It  made  me  hugely uncomfortable to be taking the credit for fabulous ideas that were not at all mine, but I had agreed to it because there was no denying I blow at party planning and I didn’t want to disappoint Bella. 

“Will you relax?” Bella chastised. “Now, let’s go out and have fun.” 

Something  I  also  normally  despised.  Not  fun,  per  se,  but  fun  that involved singing along to ancient Journey songs in a crowded bar that most likely had fire code violations. Bella’s idea of a great night was to go to a bar  and  have  men  admire  her  and  buy  her  drinks.  My  idea  of  fun  was quantifiable statistics with a side of  Star Trek trivia. But I knew I had to go. 

Not just for Bella, but for me. 

I  was  going  to  approach  a  particular  problem  tonight—that  of  my virginity—and  solve  it.  What  better  place  than  somewhere  far  away  from where  I  grew  up  in  Boston  and  nowhere  near  my  college  campus.  It  had become  an  issue.  When  you  reach  the  age  of  damn  near  twenty-five  and hadn’t  relinquished  your  V-card,  the  assumption  is  you’re  waiting  for  Mr. 

Right, which basically ruins potential relationships before they even have a shot. Or men assume you’re a freak. 

I wasn’t either. I wasn’t holding out for some magical-unicorn-over-the-rainbow-he-played-the-harp-in-a-meadow  kind  of  moment.  I  just  never quite got around to it, and now it was too late to have that first teen love where you fumble over each other and explore and discover all the amazing things a body can do. Nope, missed that. I was busy studying for the SAT, which I didn’t regret, but a little more work-play balance would have been advisable.  Then,  as  an  undergrad,  I  had  had  a  boyfriend,  but  ours  was  a meeting  of  the  minds.  We  bonded  over  calculus  and  spent  every  day together, holding hands, making out but never actually having sex. Because as it turned out, he was a genius who did in fact love my mind, but not my vagina, because he was gay and trying to pretend otherwise. 

After  that  I  had  stuck  to  friendships  and  studying  and  shower  sex  with myself. It had gotten to the point of pure ridiculousness. I used to roll my eyes when girls would claim to be a “woman” after initial penetration, but now I was uncomfortably aware of the fact that everyone in the free world knew the secret of sex and I was still playing with toys. Literally. 

“I can do that,” I told Bella. “I can have fun.” 

As long as no one defined “fun.” 

Now I just wanted to go out, have a nice, sweaty hookup, then be able to move on with my life, and potentially find a boyfriend who liked my body and my mind, and do the standard conscious-coupling thing. 

“Okay,  then.  Good.  Sophie,  you  just  have  to  be  open  to  new experiences.” 

What I wanted to be open to was a penis, but I could never tell her that. 

Bella didn’t like the way I reasoned out life. She operated on emotion, and she was a lover of romance, inspirational quotes, and kittens. The kittens I was on board with. The rest was not my thing. Romance and science aren’t a natural pairing and I’ve never met an inspirational quote that didn’t need to be stamped with a giant “OBVIOUS” all over it. See? Too literal. That’s me. 

Bella  checked  her  own  makeup  and  fussed  with  her  controlled  beach waves, her hair a blond halo around her heart-shaped face. 

I’m  not  an  ogre,  but  I  don’t  have  the  definition  of  features  that  make women considered beautiful. My eyes are brown. My hair is equally brown. 

My  skin  is  creamy  and  smooth,  but  my  lips  are  (normally)  thin,  and  I cannot  be  bothered  to  wrestle  my  eyebrows  into  penciled-on  perfection.  I want  to  be  considered  attractive,  because  who  the  hell  doesn’t,  but  I  had never  devoted  the  time  or  the  energy  required  to  take  my  looks  to  their highest  potential.  Bella  was  born  beautiful,  so  precious  that  even  jaded nurses came over to coo at her and admire her perfect features. I was born blinking like an owl, my mother always said. And watching everyone and everything like a hawk, according to my father. 

I put on pink Converse. “Not a word,” I told her. “I’ll wear the heels to the  wedding  but  not  to  a  bar.”  I  was  already  squeezed  into  the  world’s shortest and tightest dress, which seemed excessive for a Tuesday in June in coastal Maine, but I was willing to own it. And the eyelashes. That counted for something. I wasn’t killing myself in the heels too. 

Bella sighed, disappointed in her protégée, but she did begrudgingly add, 

“On you, it kind of works.” 

“Thanks,  Be.”  We  were  in  Bella’s  room  and  when  we  left  I  turned  the light on, off, on, off, four times. It’s a tic and it drives Bella crazy. I have a few tics—my mother refusing to acknowledge that I am borderline OCD, I, well aware that I am. I have an obsessive mind that fixates and churns in circles around and around. It’s why I love math. It isn’t circular. It can go on and  on  but  there  is  either  an  answer  or  infinity,  which  I  love.  Give  me  a solution to an equation and I’m happy. 

Bella sighed. “Why must you do that?” 

“It’s what I do when I’m nervous. It confirms the flow of electricity for me, but also that I can control it. But then when I do it, I doubt the results and need to test them again.” 

I  knew  what  she  was  thinking—that  I  was  a  freak.  But  she  didn’t  say anything. Bella was easy to read. I could practically hear her thoughts—the

“why the fuck does it matter?” that was running through her head. But she had lived with me for the majority of her twenty-six years. She knew there was  no  point  in  asking  the  question.  I’d  already  given  her  my  answer, whether she understood it or not. 

The house was quiet as we went downstairs. My parents weren’t arriving until  the  weekend,  and  Bradley  wouldn’t  be  there  until  after  that. 

Bridesmaids  and  groomsmen  were  due  in  a  week.  This  was  the  first  time Bella and I had been alone in the house. It was six thousand square feet, so it was a little eerie to be staying there without our parents and a parade of other  relatives  and  my  mom’s  friends.  The  water  views,  so  peaceful  and beautiful  during  the  day,  unnerved  me  at  night  with  no  one  else  around. 

Bella liked to watch TV and talk to Bradley on Facetime and I had been on my  laptop,  avoiding  the  wall  of  windows.  The  bay  seemed  too  dark,  too vast, in the silent house. My father had built the house five years earlier and I had never thought of it as lonely, but it felt that way now. 

So for that reason as well, I was glad to get the hell out of there and head to  town.  Leave  my  father’s  enormous  house  that  hovered  arrogantly  over the sea, defying nature. Be a normal girl, like my sister, out for the night in a tourist town. 

I saw  him the minute we walked into the bar. A guy perched comfortably on  a  stool,  his  arms  muscular,  his  grin  confident,  arrogant.  He  had  short, dark  hair  and  a  jawline  that  was  sharp  and  symmetrical.  Dressed  in  jeans

and a T-shirt, this was no software engineer or physicist. This was one of those  manly  men  that  they  use  for  memes  on  Pinterest  and  for  beer commercials  and  underwear  ads.  He  was  abs  and  ass,  muscles  and machismo, and like any other female, I had an immediate reaction to all that testosterone. 

My  heart  started  to  race  and  my  body  started  to  tense  and  tighten  and grow warm in places that normally only got hot and wet in the privacy of my  own  apartment.  I  wanted  to  fan  myself  as  I  stared  at  him,  blinking through the veil of mascara and fake lashes. 

It was like my vagina stood up and sang. Him. He would be the one. The man  to  take  my  virginity  and  make  it  a  memory.  He  wasn’t  my  type,  but that  wasn’t  the  point.  He  wouldn’t  be  interested  in  me  either,  but  I  knew enough about bar culture to know that if he was here, he was interested in going home with a girl. I could be that girl. 

I  was  delusional,  of  course,  a  fact  I  was  forced  to  acknowledge immediately when I realized that despite the fact that my dress had coaxed huge  cleavage  from  my  reluctant  breasts,  the  hottie  was  checking  out  my sister. 

So typical. But I couldn’t deny that blondes were more fun. At least more fun than me. 

I  walked  past  him  to  the  bar  and  plucked  the  menu  off  the  countertop, debating how to proceed. Men. The one equation I could never solve. 

—

I saw her the minute she stepped into the bar. The blonde with the big smile and even bigger tits. She knew how to walk in her high heels, swinging her hips with that roll designed to make guys get hard. She reeked of money. It was there in those shoes, that one-piece shorts thing she was wearing, and a pricey-looking handbag. Not a local. Not a tourist. She belonged to one of those new-build mansions that had sprung up along the coast. Daughter of a rich man, without a doubt. 

She  was  perfect  for  a  hookup.  The  daddy’s  girls  always  loved  to  slum with the townie guys. It made them feel naughty and I was more than happy to be used to give them their imaginary street cred. The best thing about it

was then they left. Went back to wherever they came from and I never had to see them again. Usually the next time they were at their father’s summer compound, they pretended not to know me. That worked for me. 

I  gave  the  blonde  a  smile,  sipping  my  whiskey.  Happy  hour  was mellowing me. My shoulders had relaxed a little, giving in to the alcohol. 

My  body  was  at  home  on  the  stool  and  I  was  mildly  interested  in  having company tonight if it was easy. I wasn’t going to work for it. Let it come to me. 

The blonde approached me. “Hi! I’m Bella.” 

Her enthusiasm was flattering. “Hey. Cain.” 

She  didn’t  sit  down  on  the  stool  next  to  me  but  perched  over  the  bar, waving to the bartender. The blonde ordered a chardonnay. That made me want  to  laugh,  if  I  still  actually  knew  how.  A  fucking  chardonnay  in  a seaside  dive  bar.  The  bartender’s  name  was  Sarah  and  she  had  gone  to school with me. She shot me a look of “are you fucking kidding me?” and said, “All I have is white zinfandel.” 

“Sure, that’s fine.” 

Sarah went and returned with a tiny bottle, which she unscrewed. For a second I thought she was going to be a smart-ass and just hand the blonde the bottle but she did pour it into a glass, though it was a whiskey glass, not a wine goblet. 

Watching the exchange amused me more than it should. “You’d be better off going to the store,” I told Bella. “And getting yourself a full-size bottle. 

That is some cheap-ass wine.” If anyone knew cheap booze, it was me, and she  didn’t  look  like  she  would  drink  anything  less  than  twenty  bucks  a bottle. 

She  just  waved  her  hand.  “I’m  just  looking  to  be  out  of  the  house  and have some fun.” 

“Yeah?”  That  made  my  ears  and  my  dick  perk  up.  “I  could  show  you some fun.” 

“Oh,  not  that  kind  of  fun.  I’m  engaged,”  the  blonde  said,  giving  me  a brilliant  smile  as  she  held  out  her  left  hand  to  display  a  rock  the  size  of Plymouth. “I’m getting married next weekend!” 

That figured. I should have known. A lot of women wanted a guy to put a ring on it. “Congratulations,” I said. 

My subsequent eye roll slipped out before I meant it to happen. Not even I was usually that rude. At least not this early in the night. But marriage at our age was like setting yourself up to fail. You might as well start saving for your divorce fees on your fucking honeymoon. 

She didn’t seem to notice my sarcasm. 

“My  sister  is  single  though!  Isn’t  she  cute?”  She  pointed  to  a  girl  who was studying the drink menu at the end of the bar. 

“Her?” I asked, a little dubious. 

“Uh-huh,” she said, voice falsely bright. “That’s Sophie. She’s very, very smart and OMG, so much fun!” 

The  blonde’s  insane  enthusiasm  indicated  that  she  was  used  to  people believing her bullshit just because she was beautiful, and that she knew full well her sister wasn’t a party girl. The sister’s finger ran up and down the menu,  not  once,  but  twice,  three,  and  then  a  fourth  time.  She  glanced  up, lips pursed, fingers still splayed on the menu like she didn’t want to allow herself  the  opportunity  to  study  it  again.  There  was  no  annoyance  in  her posture as she waited for the bartender to notice her. 

She wasn’t noticeable though, unfortunately. Despite being attractive, she didn’t  stand  out,  and  I  wasn’t  exactly  sure  why.  Not  classically  beautiful like  her  sister,  but  solidly  cute,  with  a  great  figure,  she  should  have commanded attention. Yet, somehow, she blended into her surroundings, no more  a  standout  than  anything  on  that  limited  and  uninspired  drink  menu she kept scanning. After a second she realized I was watching her. I thought in the manner of a wallflower she would start and blush and look away. She didn’t. Neither did she straighten her spine and do anything flirtatious, any sort of acknowledgment of me watching her. No hair flip. No head tilt. Not even a smile. 

That  was  not  the  stare  of  a  wallflower.  She  was  something  else.  The intimidator. The one who people looked at and knew they would never be on her intellectual level, so they avoided her. I wasn’t intimidated, but I was surprised. The stare was bold. 

“Sophie!” the blonde called out. “Come here and meet Cain!” 

I sighed, balling the cocktail napkin on the bar in front of me up into a tight wad. Some nights I wanted to be social. I craved it. The endless chatter of tourists or my buddies. Older couples who wanted to ask me about the local attractions. But today what I wanted was a woman to distract me with her  lips,  her  hands,  her  lithe,  eager  body.  I  had  thought  the  blonde  might serve  my  purpose.  Her  sister?  Nope.  She  was  the  first  car  on  the  train  to Don’t Fuck That–Ville. The reason wasn’t because she wasn’t hot, because she was, in that tight dress, but because she was not breaking my gaze. 

It  was  unnerving  as  hell,  because  the  blonde  was  obviously  telling  the truth—the  sister  was  smart.  So  smart  that  she  saw  right  through  me. 

Actually,  it  was  more  than  that.  It  was  like  if  I  gave  her  the  chance  she would  see   me.  The  real  me.  And  no  one  wanted  to  see  that  hot  fucking mess. And I sure as shit didn’t want to show it to anyone. 

She finally did break eye contact as she came up to us. Her nose wrinkled when she looked at her sister. “I was trying to order a drink.” 

“You  just  have  to  wave  to  the  bartender,”  the  blonde  said,  leaning forward and hooking her finger at John, who worked most nights I came in. 

He immediately smiled and came rushing over like a dog when it’s offered a treat. Typical. I gave him a look and snorted. 

“Meet Bella,” I said to John. “She’s getting married.” 

His smile faltered a little but he asked, “What can I get ya?” 

“I’ll have another Jack,” I said. 

“Not you, dick. The lovely Bella.” 

I grinned. 

“Oh, I have wine,” she said. “I don’t need another one yet.” 

Of  course  she  wouldn’t.  Not  only  was  she  a  wine  drinker,  she  was  a sipper, not a chugger. I could point to every person in this bar and tell you what  they  would  drink  and  how  fast.  The  guy  in  the  suit  would  have  a Manhattan,  with  zero  irony  for  the  fact  that  he  was  from  Boston,  and  he would sling them back, sober until the fourth one, then he would careen into sloppy  drunk  with  the  speed  of  a  bullet  train.  The  trio  of  girls  wearing shorts with their asses hanging out would want vodka and cranberry. They would get buzzed after two and start hugging each other. By the third, two of them would make out because they would love the attention. 

Bella was a rich girl. It was written all over her. The wine was a perfect fit.  Anyone  local,  even  if  I  didn’t  know  them  personally,  I  could  spot  by their  clothes  and  demeanor.  They  would  drink  domestic  beer  or  whiskey. 

The only one whose drink I couldn’t interpret was Sophie the Sister. 

She didn’t seem to know either, given how long she had run her fingers over the sticky menu. “What do you want to drink?” I asked her. 

“I  was  debating  whether  I  want  to  try  something  new,  which  I  will undoubtedly  dislike,  or  go  with  something  I  know  won’t  make  me  vomit, which is light beer. But what I’m really searching for is something that will allow me to become drunk before the liver metabolizes about ninety percent of the alcohol into water and carbon dioxide. I can have one drink per hour and maintain a buzz unless I sweat a lot, which I might, because there isn’t adequate air-conditioning in here for the number of patrons. So I think light beer is out.” 

I blinked. 

Bella gave a nervous laugh. “Sophie’s kidding. God, she’s so funny when she’s drunk!” But then she shot her sister a very obvious warning glare. 

Yep. Sophie was a fucking genius. Maybe slightly weird, but clearly no dumb brunette. 

“What?” she asked Bella. “What’s wrong? And I’m not kidding. I really can’t decide what to drink. I want a buzz. That is my goal.” 

Bella sighed, her shoulders slumping in defeat. I had to guess I wasn’t the first guy she had thrown in front of Sophie. 

“Try a Washington Apple,” I told her. “It’s light and refreshing, yet has Canadian whiskey in it, which will most definitely get you drunk.” Aside from the way she had put it, her goal was no different than that of a lot of people who came into the bar. 

Me included. 

Get  drunk.  Forget  about  whatever  it  was  that  pressed  on  her  shoulders like two meaty iron fists, weighing her down. Blue eyes in a round, perfect baby  face  popped  into  my  head.  Fuck.  I  downed  my  whiskey  and  slid  it over to John. “My glass is empty, asshole.” Then I eyed Sophie. “Do you want a Washington Apple?” 

“Are you buying it for me?” she asked. 

Her question was so unexpected and brazen, I laughed. She didn’t look flirtatious at all, just curious. 

“Sophie, oh, my God, you can’t ask that!” Bella’s cheeks went pink. “She didn’t mean that,” she said to me. 

“What?” Sophie asked. “What’s wrong with asking? I didn’t want to say yes to the drink and then have it be awkward because the bartender assumes that  Cain  is  paying  and  then  he  doesn’t  want  to.  I  was  trying  to  prevent awkwardness.” 

Funny enough, she clearly meant it. And she had a fair point. She looked annoyed that her sister had called her out. Her eyes were blinking rapidly and her chest was rising and falling, forcing her breasts to push against the tight fabric of her black dress. 

“But  you’re  not  supposed  to  ask  someone  to  pay  for  something,”  Bella insisted. “It’s rude.” 

Tell  that  to  every  other  girl  here  on  a  Friday  night.  What  a  load  of bullshit. 

“I wasn’t asking him to pay for it. I was asking if he was offering to pay for it.” 

“Oh,  my  God,”  Bella  murmured  again.  “Come  on,  Soph,  let’s  just  go.” 

She turned to me. “Sorry.” 

Sophie’s lips twisted and I could tell she was fighting the urge to protest further.  Their  dynamic  was  fucked  up.  Bella  was  talking  down  to  Sophie, that patronizing older sibling shit. It reminded me of what a dickhead my own brother was and how much I hated his ability to make me look like a sour asshole because I was honest and he was a fucking liar. 

“No, you don’t need to leave.” I reached out and touched Sophie’s wrist when she started to pull away from the bar and follow her sister. “I asked you if you wanted a drink, so yes, I was offering to pay for it.” 

For a second she studied me, her owlish dark eyes widening. I could see that she was thinking, assessing, deciding. She glanced down at my fingers on her flesh. I let go. 

“Okay, then, yes, I will take a Washington Apple, thank you.” 

I felt relief, which was an odd thing to feel. Mostly I felt nothing other than  anger,  boredom,  arousal.  The  emotions  that  indicated  that  I  might

actually  give  a  shit  clawed  their  way  to  the  forefront  very  rarely.  Yet,  I felt…compassion  for  Sophie.  I  didn’t  want  her  to  walk  away  and  let  her sister win. “You’re welcome. Do you want a shot or a regular drink?” 

“Oh. There are options? Well…” Her head tilted. 

I knew instantly a debate was coming. 

“If I drink the shot it will hit my system all at once, which is a plus. But without  something  to  sip,  I’ll  get  thirsty  and  then  I’ll  want  some  water, which will counter the effect of the alcohol.” 

And there it was. I just waited. She would reason it out. 

“I’ll take the drink,” she concluded. 

Bella looked like she wanted to die a thousand deaths. “I’m going to the restroom.” She set her wine down and pointed her finger at Sophie. “Don’t go anywhere or talk to anyone else without me.” She sashayed off, tossing her hair back, clearly irritated. 

“Does your sister always treat you like you’re five?” I asked after John moved down to the bar to get our drinks. 

“Yes. My social awkwardness is very upsetting to her.” 

I don’t lie as a rule. But I could stretch the truth just a little for the cute brunette.  “I  don’t  think  you’re  awkward  at  all.  Tell  her  to  suck  it.” 

Truthfully, awkward wasn’t even the right word for it. She was just honest. 

Straightforward. Her thoughts came out of her mouth, and damn it, what the hell was wrong with that? Everyone I knew was a liar. 

She  smiled.  “Bella  doesn’t  mean  to  be  a  bitch.  She  just  doesn’t understand me.” John set her drink in front of her and she picked it up and studied it. “What’s in here?” 

I put a hand on the stool next to me. “Do you want to sit down?” She was short and when I glanced at her feet I saw she had pink Converse on. There really was something pretty damn adorable about her. 

“Do I have to sit to drink it?” she asked without any irony. 

That  made  me  laugh  again.  Damn.  Twice  in  ten  minutes.  That  was  a fucking  record.  It  sounded  foreign  to  my  ears.  “No.  You  can  drink  it however you want. I just wanted to make sure you’re comfortable. That you stay awhile.” 

“Oh.” She sipped the drink. “You didn’t answer my question. What’s in this?” 

“Unicorn tears. Just drink it.” 

The  corner  of  her  mouth  turned  up  in  a  small  smile.  “I  don’t  like  the unknown.” 

I raised my glass. “Life is one big fucking unknown. You should get used to it.” 

“Are you used to it?” 

No. Fuck no. If I was, I wouldn’t be in this goddamn bar every night. “I don’t give a shit one way or the other.” 

“I don’t believe you.” 

I  shrugged.  “You  don’t  have  to.”  I  gestured  toward  the  restroom.  Bella had come back out and was talking to a guy by the jukebox. “How come she’s allowed to do whatever she wants but you can’t?” 

It was meant to deflect, ignite her annoyance with her sister again. But she didn’t bite. 

“Of course I can do whatever I want. That’s not the point.” 

“So you could leave here with me, go to a different bar?” For reasons I didn’t want to look at too deeply, I wanted to keep Sophie with me. Alone. I wanted to hear her think out loud. She was a fascinating distraction, which was rare. Nothing distracted me anymore for anything longer than a blink. 

“Why would I do that? What is wrong with this bar?” 

So she was literal. That was becoming obvious quickly. “There’s nothing wrong  with  this  bar.  I  just  want  to  talk  to  you  without  your  sister interrupting us.” 

Her head tilted and she reached up and touched her fake eyelashes like she was tempted to just rip them off. She patted them like they had spring to them. Her hands dropped. “Does that mean you want to have sex with me?” 

“Uh…” I had to admit, that caught me off guard. It took a lot to throw me off, but this girl just had. “I hadn’t actually thought that far, but if you’re asking if I think you’re attractive, the answer to that is yes.” 

She nodded, studying me. “Well. Then yes, I will leave with you, because I find you attractive too.” 

I threw back my whiskey and stood up. “Then let’s go.” 

I was pretty damn sure I’d just been outmaneuvered by Sophie. It felt like she  was  the  one  actually  calling  the  shots  and  that  was  hot.  But  I  wasn’t going  to  let  that  continue.  Sexy  little  Sophie  had  another  thing  coming.  I may not have control over my life, but sex? Oh, yeah. I was in charge. 

“I haven’t finished my drink,” Sophie protested. 

I raised her hand with the drink in it, and drank that too. A drop fell on her finger and I licked it off, quickly, a brief flicker of my tongue over her sweet flesh. “I’ll buy you a new one.” 

“But I wanted that one.” She didn’t yank her hand away though. She let me lower it, along with the glass, slowly. 

“Then you’ll want the next one even more.” My eyes dropped to her lips. 

They  weren’t  plump  and  overdone.  They  were  just  juicy  and  perfect,  like her breasts. “I changed my mind,” I said. “I  have thought that far ahead.” 

Another woman would have asked what I meant. But Sophie picked the thread  back  up  immediately.  Her  eyes  darkened.  Her  mouth  fell  into  an enticing O. I wanted to bite that lip, suck it. I wanted to kiss her and wind my fingers into her thick hair. 

“I do want to have sex with you,” I said, because she had asked and why the fuck not be honest? 

No one was ever honest. 

Except apparently for Sophie. She nodded. “Good. Let’s go.” 
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Chapter 2

One of the beautiful things about my brain is that whenever I’m nervous I can  almost  guarantee  that  within  seconds  I  will  find  something  that  I  can fixate  on,  to  center  me.  Talking  to  a  guy  as  hot  as  Cain  had  my  palms sweating and my nipples tingling. I wanted to roll out the welcome mat to my  vagina  right  there  on  the  bar  because  he  was  that  gorgeous.  But  that made  me  nervous.  I  knew  I  was  being  too  literal.  Knew  I  was  being  too straightforward. The rules of flirtation and polite society dictated you dance around  the  subject  of  sexual  attraction  with  innuendos  and  hints.  Only hookers asked you flat out if you wanted to fuck. 

Hookers and me. 

But I had been afraid my window of opportunity was short. Like only as long  as  it  would  take  for  him  to  finish  his  drink  and  lose  interest,  and clearly, the man could suck down a drink with warp speed. So I had thrown it out there, and holy hell, he had bitten. So I was nervous tenfold. Giddy. 

This man was going to be on top of me at some point during the night, in the  world’s  most  unlikely  pairing.  That  was  the  irony  of  sexual  attraction though.  It  had  nothing  to  do  with  likelihood  and  everything  to  do  with pheromones and opportunity. 

And I did not want to lose this particular opportunity. This was the nerd girl winning the lust lottery. But I was feeling it coming on—the twitch of OCD,  the  compulsive  need  to  point  out  to  him  that  I  was  a  virgin  and  to question if he was okay with the brand of condom I had in my purse, but I knew if I spoke too much, I would freak him out, turn him off. 

After  Cain  asked  for  his  tab  and  the  bartender  set  it  down,  I  had  the perfect distraction from my giddy nerves. A glance, even through my false eyelashes, easily showed me the math was off. “That total is wrong.” 

“Huh?”  Cain  looked  up  at  me.  “It’s  computerized.  How  can  it  be wrong?” 

Because  I  had  studied  the  drink  menu  four  times,  I  had  the  prices memorized. “He charged you for the unicorn tears as a double shot, not a drink. The total is two dollars more than it should be.” 

He slapped some money down and gave me a bemused look. “So I guess I just overpaid for unicorn tears. But really, can you put a price on unicorn tears?” 

I  opened  my  mouth.  He  startled  me  by  putting  his  finger  on  my  lips. 

“Shh. That’s a rhetorical question, Sophie.” 

His touch was warm, firm. His finger large. I was surprised by how that simple gesture, that brush of his skin on mine, stoked the fires of arousal in me.  I  felt  small  and  very  feminine  before  him,  his  body  broad,  his  smile naughty, mischievous. 

“What’s your last name?” he asked. “I feel like I’m going to need to use it on you from time to time tonight.” 

“Bigelow,” I murmured, vibrating his finger. 

“Sophie Bigelow, sometimes questions don’t have answers.” He had the most  amazing  eyes.  They  were  a  pale  blue,  an  icy  cool.  The  color  of  the mineral azurite. 

I  couldn’t  read  his  expression,  but  that  didn’t  surprise  me.  It  wasn’t necessarily my strongest attribute—reading people. I waited a beat for him to  remove  his  finger  but  he  didn’t.  He  was  closer  to  me  than  I  knew  was socially  acceptable.  Personal  space  boundaries  I  understood.  I  sought  at least twenty-four inches between myself and other people at all times. 

Except  for  Cain.  I  wanted  no  space  between  us.  I  wanted  his  body touching mine, everywhere. 

So  I  spoke  around  his  finger  again,  feeling  warm  and  fluid.  “Every question  has  an  answer.  Unless  it’s  mathematics.  Then  sometimes  the answer is infinity.” 

“Then  I  guess  the  price  of  unicorn  tears  is  infinity.”  He  ran  his  finger over my bottom lip then slid his hand over to cup my cheek. I felt the air shift as he leaned in, like he was going to kiss me. 

I hovered there, waiting for it. But he pulled back. “You’re very cute, do you know that?” 

Disappointed that he didn’t take my mouth in a searing kiss, I reminded myself we were in public. Starting out with a make-out session in front of two dozen people was not keeping my business private. The point wasn’t to shout out to Camden that I needed a mercy fuck. And my sister was bearing down  on  us  like  Hurricane  Bella.  Without  acknowledging  his  comment,  I turned and put up my hand before Bella could speak. “I’m leaving. You’re staying here.” 

Her jaw dropped. “What? Where are you going?” 

“To a different bar with Cain. I’ll take an Uber home when I’m ready.” 

She looked outraged. “You can’t do that! You can’t just wander around town with a total stranger!” 

“I’m staying in public,” I lied. “What could happen to me?” 

“I’ll make sure she gets home safe,” Cain said. 

Bella clearly wanted to tell him to go fuck himself, but she was far too polite for that. 

“That’s  nice  of  you  and  if  you  two  want  to  keep  chatting,  there  is  no reason you can’t stay here,” Bella said. “With me. Or I can go to another bar with you. I’m not staying here without you.” 

“I  want  to  be  alone  with  him,”  I  said.  “You  introduced  me  to  him,”  I added, knowing that would irritate her. 

“This is a bad idea, Soph. You don’t know what you’re doing.” 

“You told me I need to learn how to have fun.” 

“Stop  throwing  my  words  back  in  my  face!”  She  looked  flustered  and upset. 

That  wasn’t  my  goal.  My  goal  was  to  get  naked  with  Cain.  I  took  her hands  in  mine,  because  she  liked  when  I  did  that,  or  when  I  hugged  her. 

“Bella, it’s cool. Everything is fine. I’m a big girl, remember? I won’t do anything stupid because you know I never do anything stupid.” I squeezed her hands to emphasize my words. 

She  started  nodding,  though  her  cheeks  were  still  pink.  “That’s  true. 

That’s  very  true.  But…are  you  sure  you  want  to  leave  without  me?”  She looked a little hurt by that. 

“It’s not that I want to leave. It’s that I don’t want you with me.” I tilted my  head  to  gesture  to  Cain.  I  was  playing  the  game  her  way.  She  would understand my wording. I leaned forward and murmured in her ear, “What if he’s the one?” 

That was manipulative and outside my normal wheelhouse of tactics, but I knew it would work. Bella loved romance and love and weddings and she worried about my lack of dating. She wanted me to get married and have babies at the same time as she did so our kids could vacation together here in Maine at our parents’ house. She had a vision for the future and now her eyes lit up. 

“Okay,  but  don’t  go  home  with  him.  Just  get  his  name  or  Snapchat  or whatever after you hang out.” 

“Sure,” I lied. “Let’s go. We’ll walk you out.” 

When I turned Cain gave me a smirk. He had heard everything I had said. 

I  just  gave  him  a  little  shrug.  Outside  the  bar  Bella  gave  me  a  hug  and another admonishment to not do anything stupid and to text her. She gave Cain a long look. “Don’t let her walk alone, please.” 

“Never,” he said. He looked bored. Like Bella was getting on his nerves. 

Afraid she was going to drive him away, I waved and just started walking down the sidewalk. “Where is the bar you wanted to go to?” I asked him. 

“Is this the right way?” I yanked up my dress at the chest. The push-up bra was sliding, dragging the dress down with it. 

Glancing over, I saw he was staring at my half-bare breasts. He flicked his  gaze  upward  to  meet  mine,  unabashed  at  being  caught.  “Two  doors down. The Thirsty Moose. It’s my usual place. Nice handling of your sister, by the way.” 

I found it fascinating that he had a usual place. How many nights a week did he go to the bar? And why? “Sorry about Bella. She’s just looking out for me.” 

The  night  air  was  warm,  a  soft  breeze  kicking  my  hair  back  off  my shoulders. He was tall, his gait even, his attitude casual and confident and sexy.  His  eyebrows  rose  as  he  stopped  and  opened  the  door  for  me.  “She doesn’t know that you’re trolling for sex, does she?” 

That about summed it up. “No.” 

“I’m not usually one to ask a lot of questions, but why are you trolling for sex? Aside from the obvious seeking an orgasm?” He gestured for me to go  inside.  “You  don’t  have  a  boyfriend  you’re  trying  to  make  jealous,  do you? Because I am a lot of things, but a cheat isn’t one of them.” 

That had never occurred to me. That he might think I was thinking to get even with a boyfriend. That people did that was bizarre to me, but I knew it was  not  exactly  an  anomaly  in  bar  culture.  I  shook  my  head.  “No.  No boyfriend.” 

He nodded. “Are you going in?” 

I hesitated because honestly, I wanted him to go in first so I could see his ass, because I had a feeling it was a thing of beauty, but I realized there was no way to explain that without really appearing to objectify him. Which I was. I mean, I had spotted him and determined, without him ever speaking a word, that he was the one I wanted to divest me of my virginity, so that was  basically  the  definition  of  objectification.  Yet,  it  didn’t  seem appropriate to be that brutally honest. 

So I kept my mouth shut and stepped into the hushed atmosphere. 

This bar was different. Darker. Full of wood paneling and wooden tables and barstools. It was quieter, warmer. The lighting was soft instead of harsh and there was no music playing. The floor was sticky and I was grateful for my Converse covering my feet from remnants of beers long ago spilled and dust  and  skin  trapped  inside  those  dried  droplets.  Cain  waved  to  the bartender, who immediately poured him an amber-colored drink. Whiskey? 

I wasn’t sure, but that seemed likely. 

He pulled a stool out for me and gestured for me to sit. I did, crossing my feet at the ankles. When the bartender put the drink in front of him, Cain said, “A Washington Apple for the lady. The drink, not the shot.” 

The bartender slid his gaze over to me. He was in his thirties, bearded, heavyset,  very  coastal.  Like  he  should  be  on  a  box  of  fish  sticks.  “Is  that what you want?” 

“What, you don’t trust me?” Cain asked, the corner of his mouth turning up. 

“That’s what I want,” I told the bartender. 

“Watch  out  for  this  guy,”  the  man  said.  “And  don’t  try  to  match  him drink for drink. No one can keep up with him.” 

Cain raised his glass and tossed it all down with one swig. “I’m fucking famous. What an honor.” 

He clearly knew it was a dubious distinction, yet he looked amused at the same time. 

“I know how much I can drink,” I said. “It’s one drink—” 

Cain let out a laugh. It was a rusty laugh, like he didn’t indulge often. He cut  me  off.  “Darryl,  trust  me,  she  has  the  math  all  worked  out.  This  is Sophie,  by  the  way.  Sophie  Bigelow,  girl  genius.  Sophie,  meet  Darryl Jordan, my cousin.” 

I didn’t get the impression Cain was making fun of me. Almost more that he was making fun of himself. But at the same time, I don’t necessarily trust my interpretation of people’s motives or feelings, so I just let it ride. “Nice to meet you, Darryl.” 

“You, too.” He opened his mouth, like he was going to say more, but then he just shrugged. “I’ll get your drink.” 

Cain’s hand drifted to my knee, his thumb rubbing over my bare flesh. I fought the urge to shiver. The simple touch of his firm, masculine fingers made me acutely aware of how short my dress was. His skin was callused, as if he had spent much of his life doing manual labor. 

“Darryl is trying to warn you off me.” 

“Why?” 

“Maybe I’m the big, bad wolf.” 

“Does  that  make  me  Little  Red  Riding  Hood?  I  don’t  think  so.”  The metaphor didn’t fit. I wasn’t wandering guilelessly. I was an equal predator, if that’s what he was. 

“You did wander into my lair.” He gestured around him to the bar. 

“That’s not the way the story goes.” I took the drink Darryl had set down and  thanked  him.  He’d  brought  another  whiskey  for  Cain  as  well.  I  lifted my glass and sipped. The drink was sweet, crisp. “Riding Hood is going to a safe haven and the wolf is lying in wait for her.” 

Those light-blue eyes flickered with something. Respect? I wasn’t sure. 

“Then maybe I should get in your bed and coax you to me.” 

My nervousness was dissipating. Now I just felt eager, excited to get to that point. His hand was still resting on my knee and I wished I could will it to go higher. “There are some interpretations of the Little Red Riding Hood story as her sexual awakening. Her empowerment in escaping the stomach of the wolf. The color of red being suggestive of her achieving the age of fertility and embracing the unknown, as in the first touch of a man.” 

Cain gave me a sly, sexy smile. “You’re not going to want to escape me. I can promise you that.” 

He was good at this. I took another sip, my hand trembling slightly, not from fear or tension, but from anticipation. “I’m ready when you are.” 

His  eyebrows  went  up.  “I  haven’t  finished  my  drink,  and  I  haven’t finished  getting  to  know  you  a  little.  Unless  you  want  this  to  be  a completely  anonymous  fuck.  Is  that  what  you  want,  Sophie?  You  want  to close your eyes and pretend I’m someone who broke your heart? Or pretend that I’m the guy you’ve always fantasized about?” 

I shook my head, intrigued by how he seemed to like to push and pull. He wasn’t like most men, the practiced charm, the easy flirtation. The standard cheesy  lines  about  my  beauty,  true  or  not.  It  made  me  feel  even  more confident  I  had  chosen  the  right  man  because  I  didn’t  want  a  bunch  of proverbial smoke blown up my ass. I didn’t want to be needlessly flattered. 

“No. I’m not trying to get over someone or get back at someone. I just want to get my virginity behind me. It’s become inconvenient.” 

Cain’s head tilted. “You’re a virgin?” 

I nodded. “So maybe I am Little Red Riding Hood.” 

—

Sophie was sipping her unicorn tears and watching me with those big, dark eyes. She was the most unusual girl I had ever encountered. And she was a virgin. Maybe that wasn’t totally surprising, but what was startling was the nonchalant way she mentioned it. No big deal. Like she hadn’t just asked

me to fuck her, like she was used to casual hookups and wanted to dispense with the small-talk bullshit. Yet, that clearly wasn’t the truth. 

What  was  also  surprising  was  how  hard  my  cock  got  thinking  about burying inside her sweet, tight body. Every time she spoke, every tilt of her head,  she  got  a  little  hotter  to  me.  It  was  her  intensity,  her  focus,  her unblinking stare. I wanted that razor-sharp attention on me. 

So she wanted a sexual awakening. There are a lot of things I can’t do. 

Stay sober. Forgive my ex or my brother. Be someone’s boyfriend. But this? 

I could fucking own this. I could be the big bad wolf all damn day long. I raised my glass to her. “All the better to eat you, my dear.” 

Her  cheeks  flushed,  but  given  her  shallow  breathing,  I  thought  it  was more  from  arousal  than  embarrassment.  Her  tits  rose  and  fell  above  that black dress, enticing me. There was something so damn sexy about Sophie. 

The girl I had initially thought was a wallflower was so unique I knew I was in  for  something  different.  Different  was  good,  because  I  was  fucking bored. And that was dangerous. Bored meant I pushed it too far, drank to the next level, itched to get in fights, and tortured myself by driving by my mother’s house and staring at that little boy in the yard, being pushed on the same metal swing set I had played on as a kid. 

Fuck that noise. I owed Sophie more than a drink if she could kick those crowded and nasty thoughts out of my head for a night. 

“I’m glad my being a virgin doesn’t freak you out. I debated mentioning it, because I really don’t want you to feel it holds too much relevance, and retreat from me. But at the same time I feel it’s only fair and truthfully, in my own best interest in terms of potential pleasure, to let you know.” 

Definitely different. “So it’s inconvenient and lacking in relevance? You want to expand on that?” I knew she would. This girl had an explanation for everything. Her being a virgin didn’t bother me. It would force me to not be lazy. Sometimes with the tourist girls, it was too easy—they squealed with fake enthusiasm and were eager to prove they were so sexy. I barely did a damn thing and they were professing they were coming. It was a lie, but I didn’t  care,  because  I  got  off,  and  if  for  whatever  reason  they  wanted  to proclaim  they  had  the  world’s  most  trigger-sensitive  clit,  that  was  their issue, not mine. 

Sophie  was  going  to  make  me  work  and  I  needed  the  challenge.  The nudge. 

She  took  a  bigger  sip  of  her  drink.  It  was  half-empty  now.  She  was  on pace  way  ahead  of  her  one  drink  per  hour  to  stay  reasonably  sober,  so  I wanted to keep an eye on that. I didn’t want her shit-faced drunk, because what’s the fun of that? 

“The thing is, it wasn’t a conscious choice. I had a boyfriend in college but it was more intellectual, you know, and then grad school is demanding, and suddenly here I am, almost twenty-five, and I’m a virgin. People think it’s weird. I don’t need another reason to be considered weird.” 

I  couldn’t  argue  with  that.  “So  you  want  to  just  bang  it  out,  no  pun intended? I get that. So then you never have to have this conversation in the future with a man you actually want to date, right?” 

Her eyes lit up. “That’s it, exactly. I mean, what kind of pressure is that on a budding relationship? He’s going to assume I want to go straight to the altar and that’s not it at all. I didn’t take a chastity vow. I just got distracted by quantifiable statistics.” 

That made me grin. “Fuck, haven’t we all been distracted by that at one time or another?” 

For a split second she didn’t react. Then she rolled her eyes. “Very funny. 

What do you do for a living?” 

“I’m a lobster fisherman.” 

“Really?” She fiddled with the neckline of her dress. Her finger ran back and  forth,  back  and  forth,  distracting  me.  Math  might  preoccupy  her,  but that wasn’t what did it for me. It was her curvy little body, teasing me. 

“I thought that was something they invented for Discovery Channel fake reality TV shows,” she added. 

That amused me. “How do you think the pot gets filled at your daddy’s lobster boils? Someone’s gotta get that fucker out of the water.” 

“I thought it would be corporations.” 

What the hell? “That’s the first dumb thing I’ve heard you say.” I had no idea  what  she  was  even  envisioning.  “What  do  you  think,  there  is  a corporate submarine with a vacuum system?” 

“I don’t know. Okay, so I’ve never really thought about it.” 

“Clearly.” I nudged her knee with mine. “Don’t quit math, kid.” 

She laughed outright, a hearty, melodic laugh that kicked me in the gut. 

Her  laugh  was  free,  beautiful.  It  was  like  for  a  split  second  she  stopped thinking so hard and just enjoyed. God, maybe we weren’t that different. I thought  too  much  too,  a  cyclone  of  stormy  thoughts  that  spun  me  around and around, held up in the air, feet dangling far above solid ground. 

“You’re very beautiful,” I told her, dropping my hand back onto her knee, wanting to feel her warm skin. “And I’m going to kiss you.” 

Her laugh cut off and her eyes widened. “Okay.” 

I spun her stool so she was facing me directly. Then I dragged it across the floor with a scrape, wanting her closer. She held on to the edges of the stool and waited, her pink, sweet lips parting. I cupped her cheeks with my rough hands, hands that have hauled too many traps, and pulled too many lines, adding hard layers of life onto my skin. She was soft, amazingly so. 

Smooth like silk, yet warm, and when I lowered my mouth and took hers, she gave the most amazing little moan in the back of her throat. 

There really is nothing like a first kiss. That moment when everything is hopeful,  before  everything  turns  to  shit  and  hate  and  fuck-yous  in  the hallway.  Before  the  cheating,  the  fights,  the  betrayal,  and  heartbreak.  The first  kiss  is  pure  optimism  and  desire,  not  crowded  and  smothered  with feelings,  expectations,  hurts.  It’s  just  questing,  curious.  The  precursor  to passion. 

It was a light kiss, easy, a quick, teasing taste, to show her what was to come. Her kiss wasn’t inexperienced. She knew how to move her head, how to open her lips for me, and how to kiss me in return. 

She tasted sweet, like the whiskey and the sour apple pucker, and I drank her in, wanting more, just like I did with liquor. 
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Chapter 3

Cain’s  kisses  were  the  strangest  mix  of  soft  and  sweet,  blended  with  an intensity that felt raw and dirty. Maybe it was the way he watched me, his eyes drilling into me until the last second before his mouth met mine. Or the way his rough hands held my cheeks with such deference, such tenderness. 

The way he yanked my stool over to him, a possessive, unabashed quest to get me closer to him. 

He was a combination I had never experienced, but one that set my heart to racing and my body tingling. I felt like I was simmering on low and with each kiss, he turned the heat up. He was barely touching me, yet I felt that edgy desire, the kind that makes you want to crawl out of your skin if you don’t  get  satisfaction.  I  wasn’t  going  to  ask  him  to  leave  the  bar  again though. I did have my pride. Besides, I sensed he wanted to take the lead now and that was fine with me, because this was not my area of study. 

Maybe I shouldn’t have waited so long to make this happen with a guy. A few kisses and I was desperate to jump Cain’s bones. I tapped my feet up and  down  urgently  on  the  stool,  agitated,  wanting  more,  needing  more.  I reached  for  him,  wanting  to  feel  his  body.  I  splayed  my  hands  over  his muscular chest. A lobster fisherman. I imagined those muscles were from hauling  traps  or  whatever  a  fisherman  did.  I  would  have  to  research  it, curious. 

The  thought  irritated  me.  I  wanted  to  just  feel,  to  enjoy.  But  I  had  a million  things  flipping  through  my  head,  one  right  after  the  other.  It  was like  my  brain  glanced  at  a  thought  for  a  split  second,  then  I  swiped  the screen  and  saw  the  next  one.  Muscles,  fishing,  the  physics  of  kissing,  the sweetness of the booze still on my tongue, what time it was, whether or not Bella was home already, curiosity about what it would feel like to have a man inside me…swipe, swipe, swipe. 

Stop it, stop it, I told myself. 

Cain pulled back but hovered in close to me, his eyes locked on mine. He tapped  my  forehead.  “Quit  thinking,  Sophie.  Your  thoughts  are  so  loud  I feel like you’re screaming in my ear.” 

That surprised me. No one ever realized how frantic my brain could be. If they knew I was thinking, contemplating, they imagined it was an orderly math equation. Or they never thought about it at all. They didn’t understand the assault, the anxiety of needing to assess every angle of every situation. 

If  I  could  flip  Cain  on  and  off  like  the  light  switch  to  test  the  flow  of electricity, I would. 

“I can’t help it,” I said. 

“What are you thinking?” He straightened up, sat back on his stool so he wasn’t right in my space anymore, and I regretted it. 

“It doesn’t matter.” It didn’t. “That was a good kiss.” It had been. 

Cain studied me, the corner of his mouth turning up. “Good.” He reached around me and lifted his drink. He took it all down with one swallow and wiped his mouth. “I think I already know you.” 

I frowned before I could stop myself. “What do you mean?” 

“See,  when  someone  is  ordinary,  when  they  play  by  the  same  rules  as everyone  else,  same  words,  moves,  it’s  impossible  to  know  them.  To  see what’s going on in here.” He tapped the side of my head softly. “But you’re different.  And  that  makes  it  easier  to  know  you.  Your  words  are  really yours.” 

There are a lot of social situations where I don’t know what is expected of  me  or  what  I  should  say.  But  this  was  different.  It  wasn’t  that  I  didn’t understand the expectation. It’s that without meaning to, Cain had made me feel vulnerable. Because for the first time in a long time I had the oddest sense that he got me. He was pretty damn perceptive for a guy I had just met on the random. 

“I’m honest to a fault,” I said. “I can’t help it.” 

“I do like that about you. A whole fucking lot. But that’s not what I’m talking  about.”  His  eyes  stayed  trained  on  me  yet  he  still  gestured  to  the bartender for another drink. 

“You’re not driving, are you?” the bartender asked him. 

“Dude, what am I, stupid?” Cain said, breaking away from me to glance over  at  the  bartender.  “Of  course  not.  Just  give  me  the  fucking  drink  and stop trying to be my mom.” 

Darryl  shook  his  head  but  he  did  start  pouring  another  drink.  I  thought about how many Cain had drunk already. Four? Mine. His. Two more of his here.  Possibly  one  before  I  had  encountered  him.  He  didn’t  seem  even remotely drunk though. No slurring, stumbling. His eyes were clear. 

“You must have a high tolerance for alcohol,” I said. 

He gave a snort. “Too high. Do you want another drink?” 

I shook my head. I had a slight buzz and I didn’t want that to increase. I wanted to feel everything he was going to do to me. 

“Your place or mine?” he asked. 

His  hands  had  fallen  to  my  knees  and  he  was  stroking  my  skin  softly, working his way a little higher with each pass. “Yours, please.” Bella would have a heart attack if I brought him back to our house. There would be no enjoying sex with her freaking out in the background. “Do you live alone or with your family?” 

He paused in reaching for his drink. “I live alone. You couldn’t pay me to live with my family.” 

“Perfect.”  I  meant  for  us,  in  terms  of  intimacy,  but  when  he  laughed  I realized how insensitive it had sounded. “I mean, not that it’s great that you don’t want to live with your family, but—” 

He held his hand up. “I get it. You’re very cute and funny whether you mean to be or not. Let’s go, Sophie Bigelow.” 

I took a sip of my drink. It tasted overly sweet and my nerves came back. 

Maybe this was insane. Going home with a guy I didn’t know. I looked at the  bartender,  Darryl.  His  eyebrows  rose  in  question.  “Am  I  safe  if  I  go home with Cain?” I asked. I wanted a record of where I was. 

Cain snorted. 

Darryl eyed his cousin then me. “I can guarantee he won’t rape or murder you, if that’s what you’re asking.” 

I nodded. 

“But you might not be safe from his stupidity.” 

“Is  there  anything  specific  I  should  be  concerned  about?”  I  asked, serious. I couldn’t imagine what Darryl meant by “stupidity.” 

Cain  choked  on  the  drink  he  had  been  swallowing.  He  coughed, laughing. “Holy shit, that was funny.” 

“Well,  I  think  the  drink  in  his  hand  is  probably  his  biggest  example  of stupid these days.” 

“Fuck off,” Cain said mildly. 

I imagined there was some truth to that. The drink in his hand was almost empty already. “I don’t think that’s of any particular relevance for our short acquaintance. Though I wish him the best post-hookup.” 

For some reason that made Cain laugh harder. Darryl eyed me. “I think you may be the first girl I’ve ever seen him with who knows exactly what she’s dealing with.” He stuck his hand out. “I want to shake your hand.” 

I  took  Darryl’s  hand  and  shook  it  automatically.  I  almost  asked  if  Cain took girls home a lot but I stopped myself. My curiosity would come off as jealousy or neediness. I didn’t really care. What I cared about was what he could do for me. To me. “Thanks for your help,” I said. “Can we close out our tab?” 

Darryl grinned. “You know what? This is on me.” He turned to Cain. “Be good to this one, man. She’s something special.” 

That  made  me  so  uncomfortable  I  slid  off  the  stool,  ready  to  leave. 

“Special” was not a label I wanted. It was right there with “different” to me. 

Freak, weirdo, OCD. All those labels that shouldn’t matter but did on some level. I didn’t want to be special to Cain. A charity fuck. I just wanted him to want me. “Thanks,” I said, and reached in my purse for a tip. I put a five down on the bar. 

Cain  finished  his  drink.  “You  done  with  this?”  he  asked,  gesturing  to mine. I nodded. So he finished that too. “It’s a sin to waste alcohol.” 

“You can still run,” Darryl told me. 

That was the last thing I wanted to do. “If Little Red Riding Hood didn’t go into the house, there would be no story,” I said. 

Cain made a sound in the back of his throat. It was almost a growl. Like I had both startled him and turned him on. He rose to his full height, a tall, 

masculine presence radiating sexual tension. He bent down and kissed me, hard. “Let’s go write that ending.” 

—

“You don’t mind walking, do you?” I asked Sophie as we hit the sidewalk outside the Thirsty Moose. The cool air felt amazing. The bar had been hot, Sophie  hotter.  She  could  do  things  to  me  with  one  guileless  gaze.  With  a simple sentence. A solemn little kiss. 

“No.” 

My phone buzzed in my pocket. I glanced at it. Darryl. 

 Don’t fuck with that girl. Seriously. 

I  ignored  him.  Why  the  hell  did  he  care?  He  never  had  before  when  I talked to chicks. I had a crumpled pack of cigarettes in my back pocket and I pulled it out and retrieved one. I had a buzz. The good kind. Where I was flying high, feeling entertained and amused by everything. The kind where your body says take more, more, more, of everything you can get. Nicotine, alcohol, sex. Grab it all. 

“This  way,”  I  told  her,  gesturing  north  up  the  street.  “It’s  about  a  ten-minute walk.” I paused to light my cigarette. I don’t smoke that often, but when I do it’s always after ten at night or when I’m out of booze. 

She  didn’t  say  anything,  glancing  at  her  own  phone.  I  wondered  if  she was  having  second  thoughts.  That  would  be  really  damn  disappointing.  I was  looking  forward  to  peeling  that  dress  off  of  Sophie  more  than  I  had anything in a long fucking time. I could hear the waves lapping against the rock  and  the  docks.  I  love  the  sound  of  the  water.  It’s  the  most  soothing thing  in  my  life.  I  can  close  my  eyes  and  let  it  rock  me  out  of  my  worst anger. 

There was a light breeze bringing the smell of the sea salt to my nostrils. 

I  breathed  in  deeply,  the  scent  mingling  with  the  sweet  tobacco  of  the burning cigarette. This was as close to not miserable as I got and I wanted to  enjoy  it.  I  couldn’t  call  it  happy.  That  was  an  exaggeration.  So,  not happy. But not miserable. 

I wondered if Sophie was drunk. She didn’t seem like she was. And she’d only  had  two  drinks.  But  not  everyone  was  immune  to  alcohol  the  way  I was.  Either  way,  I  appreciated  that  she  didn’t  bend  my  ear  with  fucking nothing  words.  I  half  expected  her  to  ask  me  things  like  how  long  had  I lived in Camden and why was I fighting with my family, but she didn’t. She didn’t  even  make  passing  comments  about  the  weather.  It  only  improved my mood. 

“This  is  it,”  I  said  when  we  finished  climbing  the  hill  and  my  rental house clung to the side of a curve in the road. It was surrounded by trees, needed a coat of paint, and looked like potentially it might topple over at any  given  moment,  but  I  liked  this  shabby-looking  house.  It  felt  like  me. 

Dark, defiant. The rent was cheap but that wasn’t really why I lived here. I actually make good money and am sitting on a pile of it in the bank because my spending habits are not over-the-top. I live here because there is no view of any other house. Just trees and cars speeding by on the road. 

Plus, I can walk to the bar. 

“Do you have any roommates?” she asked. 

I liked the way her mind was moving. “Nope. Just you and me.” 

“That’s  good.”  She  walked  up  the  driveway  beside  me.  “I  didn’t  know you smoke. You didn’t smell or taste like cigarettes before.” 

“I  don’t  smoke  on  the  regular.  I  just  felt  like  having  one.”  If  I  was courteous I would offer to brush my teeth or shower, but something about that annoyed me. I don’t like being judged, so I didn’t offer anything. 

Sophie didn’t look like she cared one way or the other though. She just looked  curious,  like  she  was  trying  to  figure  me  out.  Little  did  she  know there was no figuring me out. I unlocked the front door and pushed it open. 

“After you.” 

There was a light on in the living room. I always left one on now after too many nights stumbling in drunk and nearly killing myself on a piece of furniture in the dark. I may not have my shit entirely together, but my house isn’t dirty. I don’t like clutter and I know how to clean. So while it wasn’t exactly  from  a  page  of  a  magazine,  it  wasn’t  a  pigsty  either  and  I  didn’t hesitate to take Sophie by the hand and lead her into the living room. “Sit down. Do you want a drink? I have whiskey or beer or water. Maybe soda.” 

Sometimes  I  thought  Sophie  needed  glasses.  She  blinked  a  lot  and  it seemed like she would be relieved if she actually had frames to push up on her nose, but she didn’t. “I’ll take a beer.” She sank down onto my couch, which was a very nondescript beige overstuffed monstrosity. She practically disappeared in the cushions. 

“Sure.” 

I  went  into  the  galley  kitchen  and  opened  the  refrigerator.  The  shelves were  pretty  sparse  but  there  was  a  six-pack  of  light  beer,  which  I  knew Sophie  liked.  I  snagged  one  and  twisted  off  the  top.  Then  I  drew  the whiskey across the countertop to me. I debated on a glass, decided it was classier since I had company. I got a tumbler down and put two fingers in. 

I carried both of them to the living room and handed the beer to Sophie. 

“Thanks,” she said. She took a small sip. She had taken her shoes off and pulled her feet, covered in pink socks, under her legs. 

Her panties were showing. That black dress was stretched taut across her thighs, and with her ankles crossed it created a perfect tunnel to her inner thighs. She was wearing black lace panties and I wanted to bend over and dive under that dress and taste her sweetness. My mouth went dry and I sat on the coffee table in front of her, sipping my whiskey. 

“I  can  see  up  your  dress,”  I  said.  “Which  might  be  an  accident  and  it might  embarrass  you  but  I  figure  you  should  know.  Or  it  might  be  on purpose, in which case, thank you. It’s an excellent view.” 

Her cheeks turned pink. “It wasn’t on purpose. I didn’t realize you’d be able to see up my dress.” 

Yet,  she  didn’t  make  a  move  to  cover  herself  up.  Damn.  This  girl.  My cock grew hard. “But now you want me to look?” 

She nodded. “Yes.” 

Fuck. She was going to kill me. I wondered how many guys had seen this view. If any. Maybe I was the first. I didn’t deserve this kind of privilege but I sure as hell wasn’t going to turn it down. I studied her, head to toe, but spending a little extra time taking in what was under her dress. She didn’t flinch. 

I  reached  behind  my  head  and  pulled  my  T-shirt  off.  “It’s  hot  in  here.” 

The  house  was  too  old  and  too  Maine  to  have  air-conditioning.  I  had  a

window unit in my bedroom but the living room was just left to swelter if it got hot outside. I wasn’t sure how warm the air really was or if it was just me, watching Sophie. 

She seemed to think my words and action were meant to be returned by her. She peeled her socks off and carefully folded them and set them on the table next to me. If I had to see her remove an article of clothing those little socks  were  the  ones  I  cared  the  least  about.  But  it  amused  me.  Sophie amused  me  on  the  regular.  It  was  a  strange  break  in  my  usual  life.  I wondered if she knew what she was offering me, besides her virginity. 

Her body was an offer I couldn’t refuse but she was giving me even more than that. A night that would shatter my boredom, my pattern of drinking, to oblivion. She was going to be a much-needed distraction from my hatred, my self-destruction, my persistent defiance, and stubborn determination to be miserable. 

Sophie took another sip of her beer and stared at me, waiting. 

It was clear she wanted me to take the lead and I welcomed that. I wanted to take her innocence, coax it to something new. That awakening she had mentioned. I wanted her aware of me, sure, but mostly I wanted her aware of herself. Of her own body. 

“Come here.” I crooked my finger at her. 

“What do you mean?” she asked, and she looked vulnerable in a way that touched my bitter and black heart. She licked her lips, uncertain. Her feet fell to the floor. 

“Climb on my lap, facing me,” I instructed. “One knee on either side of me. I want to kiss you.” 

Her mouth opened and I knew she was about to ask some insane question about physics or my motivation. I shook my head. “Shh. Don’t worry. Tell me  if  you  don’t  like  something.  And  tell  me  if  you  do  like  something. 

Otherwise don’t think, Sophie. Just feel.” I held my hand out to her. 

She took my hand and let me pull her off the couch. But she said, “I don’t know how to do that.” 

“I’m here to help.” I did exactly nothing of value on a daily basis. Sure, I did my job correctly and efficiently, but I couldn’t claim to be a person who was walking around paying it forward. I was a sour-faced dick most of the

time and everyone knew it. I knew it. But if I was going to be selfish and enjoy Sophie’s naked company, the least I could do was make this right for her. 

My little protégé could go forth and fuck after I was done with her. Such a  nice  guy.  The  thought  made  me  smile  as  she  climbed  onto  my  lap,  her dress rolling up her thighs so that her warm flesh pressed against the denim of my jeans. 

Holding her by the back of her hips I bent over and sucked the swell of her breast in between my lips. Soft, luscious tits. 

Yeah. Such a nice fucking guy. 

Perching  on  Cain’s  lap  was  precarious  but  I  didn’t  care  because  he  felt amazing.  I  had  my  hands  placed  on  his  hard  shoulders  and  my  thighs spread. He was doing things with his mouth to my chest and I wished I had a T-shirt on so I could yank it off like he had. I wanted to be naked. 

Somehow  he  managed  to  peel  the  tight  dress  down  and  expose  my nipples. They just seemed to burst forward out of the top of the boost bra. 

At first I wasn’t sure anything was happening when he started sucking one. 

I had never thought of them as a particularly sensitive part of my body. But he was persistent. He just dedicated himself to sliding his tongue over the tautness,  occasionally  switching  from  one  to  the  other.  When  he  wasn’t sucking one, he was rolling it between his fingertips, and that callused skin was  rough  and  arousing.  Without  me  even  meaning  for  it  to  happen,  he started to call up desire from deep inside me. Each tug and twist, lathe and suck, drew an answering response down in my core, where my body had a knowledge I didn’t. 

He briefly pulled back and looked up at me with those pale blue eyes, so unreadable, so sexy and slumberous. “Do you like that?” 

“Yes.” 

“Good.”  He  reached  over  and  lifted  his  glass  and  took  a  sip.  Then  he offered it to me. 

For  whatever  reason,  I  actually  nodded.  Not  because  it  seemed  polite. 

But because I had never had straight whiskey and I was curious. He raised the glass to my lips and fed it to me, an interesting sensation. It felt reckless and  silly  and  sexy.  I  took  a  tiny  sip  and  swallowed  the  acrid,  bitter  taste

before it could linger in my mouth. It burned all the way down my throat, causing me to shudder. But, oddly, it settled down into my pussy, a hot, wet burn, making me even more aware of my ache. 

I wondered if he would just shift me onto his cock like this and how that would feel. I was aware of the thick press of him against my thigh and that logistically this was a premium position. 

“Not a whiskey fan?” he asked. 

“I think I like beer better.” 

“Want me to get it?” 

I shook my head. “I’m not thirsty.” 

The corner of his mouth lifted. “Are you hungry, Sophie?” 

His hands were on my ass and he was shifting my dress, easing it farther up so that it ended up bunched around my waist. It was distracting. As was the question. “I suppose it depends on what you mean by that question.” I knew  he  didn’t  mean  actual  cuisine.  “Do  you  mean  am  I  hungry,  as  in, hungry  for  sex?  Is  my  desire  stirred?  Or  was  that  a  suggestion  that  I  put something in my mouth such as your cock?” 

I would never learn if I didn’t ask for clarity. I knew I wasn’t stellar at flirtation  and  I  wanted  to  improve.  I  thought  it  was  a  fair  question.  Bella would have died if she had heard me ask something like that. But Cain just watched me. 

“Fair enough. I don’t want you to suck my dick, Soph. Not yet.” 

I was actually disappointed. That was the one thing I felt confident doing. 

“I want to focus on you,” he said. 

Cain kissed me again and I forgot about my oral sex skills. I could show those off later. Right now he was doing things to me everywhere, making me question how many hands he had. As he took my mouth he started me on a rhythm, rocking my hips forward on him, mimicking sex. It forced my clit  to  collide  with  that  bulge  in  his  pants,  and  my  bare  nipples  to  brush against  his  warm  skin.  His  grip  on  my  ass  was  tight,  possessive,  and  for some reason, I liked that. It felt solid. Like I wouldn’t fall. But also like he wouldn’t give this moment up easily. 

He wanted me. 

And damn, did I want him. 

I held on to his shoulders and kissed him back enthusiastically, tangling my tongue with his. I found the rhythm with him, and helped create a more powerful  impact  between  our  bodies  by  rocking  my  hips  along  with  the push he was giving me. I spread my legs farther instinctively. 

“Tell me what to do,” I said, because I thought there was no way this was doing  anything  for  him.  He  was  a  grown  man  and  I  was  still  wearing panties. 

“Relax. You are doing something.” 

All my nerve endings felt splayed open. I had an urgency that I wasn’t expecting, and I felt impatient and annoyed with his casualness. Didn’t he understand  the  point  was  to  push  through  this?  To  just  get  it  over  with? 

That’s what I had told him. He should understand that he should behave like a lot of guys and just take it. Just get his rocks off and be done. 

Yet,  Cain  looked  like  he  had  all  night.  He  looked  at  me  like  I  was  his bottle of whiskey. He wanted small sips and big swallows, but he wanted the whole bottle over the entire night. 

I dug my nails into his skin, needing to ground myself. I wasn’t trying to arouse him, but it seemed to have that effect. He made a sound in the back of his throat. “Harder.” 

“What?” I wasn’t sure what he meant. 

“Dig in harder.” He dug his own fingers into my ass harder as he spoke, presumably to show me what he meant. 

The grip was on the verge of painful yet weirdly exciting. I applied more pressure  to  his  shoulders.  He  bent  forward  and  pulled  my  nipple  in  his mouth  again.  Then  he  nipped  it.  I  jerked  backward,  almost  falling  off  his lap. “What was that?” I asked automatically, shocked. 

But it wasn’t a bad feeling. In fact, now that I thought about it, it made my inner thighs dampen. Like instantly. That was interesting. 

“I bit you.” 

“Do it again,” I said. I wanted to see if the first response would repeat a second time. 

“Sure, babe.” He drew my nipple into his mouth and bit it again, a little harder this time. 

I gasped. “That’s surprisingly pleasurable.” 

He didn’t speak. He just flicked his tongue over my nipple and found the zipper  on  the  back  of  my  dress.  He  worked  it  down  with  both  hands.  It sounded very loud in the quiet room. I shivered a little as the dress gaped open. 

The house wasn’t cold. I just wasn’t used to having hands brush over my back. 

But when I would have thought he would pull the dress over my head he just eased his hands inside it and caressed my lower back, and the swell of my  ass.  I  didn’t  understand  Cain’s  choreography.  It  was  an  odd  sensation for someone who loves control. It didn’t allow me to completely relax. Yet, I  knew  he  had  to  be  the  one  in  charge,  because  he  was  the  one  with  the experience. 

Cain  pressed  both  of  my  nipples  together  to  suckle  them  both simultaneously, which felt good, but was also odd enough that I wasn’t sure how I felt about it. Nor did I understand his motivation. What was in that for him? Did all men do that? I wasn’t sure if that was standard procedure or not. 

“You’re thinking again,” he said, his breath tickling my flesh. 

I had no defense. It was the truth. “Does it matter?” 

He nodded. “Yes, it matters. You’re supposed to feel, not dissect.” 

It felt like a criticism. I sank back on his thighs, away from his cock. “I told you I don’t know what to do.” My dress felt stupid bunched up at the hem and yanked down at the top and flapping open in the back. I pulled it back over my breasts, not wanting to be so exposed. 

“Tell  me  what  you  like.”  Cain  brushed  my  hair  back  off  my  cheek  and buried his hand in my locks. “And do whatever feels right, Sophie.” 

“I don’t know what feels right.” I didn’t. Rocking on him felt good but it wasn’t what I needed. I didn’t know how to advance what we were doing to the next level. 

My best friend Cassie always told me, when in doubt with a guy, suck his dick. That seemed like a good solution for my current dilemma. If I did that, 

he would want intercourse fairly quickly. It was foolproof. I shifted back off him. 

“Where are you going?” 

“Down here.” I dropped down onto the carpet, trying not to wonder when it had last been deep-cleaned. I reached for his jeans. 

But  Cain  stopped  me.  He  shook  his  head.  “No,  I  don’t  want  you  to  do that.” 

That puzzled me. Again. “Why not?” 

“Because you’re doing it to take the focus off of you. I don’t want that for you.” He cupped my cheeks. “You’re so beautiful,” he murmured. “Do you even know that?” 

Without meaning to, I shook my head. “My sister is beautiful.” 

“Your  sister  looks  like  a  million  other  blondes.  You  are  completely unique and I find you fucking gorgeous.” 

The  intensity  of  those  blue  eyes  was  almost  overwhelming.  I  felt something swell in me that I didn’t understand. It felt like he was offering me…acceptance.  That  was  more  than  I  had  been  expecting  to  get  and  it caught  me  completely  off  guard.  I  could  drown  in  those  blue  eyes  if  I wasn’t  careful.  I  could  feel  him  prying  open  the  door  to  my  defenses whether he meant to or not. 

“Thank you,” I whispered. “But I swear I didn’t mean for you to give me compliments.” 

“They’re freely given. I’ve never met anyone like you.” 

I  was  on  the  floor  still,  leaning  against  his  knees.  His  hands  still enveloped me, and I hated myself for feeling whatever it was I was feeling. 

Emotion. So messy and complicated. The room was dim, and I couldn’t see him as clearly as I wanted to behind the stupid-ass false eyelashes. I kept blinking and it was annoying. Reaching up I peeled one off and slapped it down onto the side of my beer bottle. It stuck there. 

“Ow, doesn’t that hurt?” he asked, astonished. 

“No.  It  just  tugs.  And  I  want  to  be  able  to  see  you  without  fake  hair impairing my vision.” I removed the other one and set it beside the first on the bottle. 

Cain  looked  like  he  was  fighting  the  urge  to  laugh.  He  lifted  the  bottle and tilted it. “Jesus. How do girls wear those things?” 

“I  have  no  idea.”  I  pressed  my  eyelids  to  ease  the  slight  sting.  “That’s better. Now I can see you clearly.” 

He took a sip of the beer then set it back down. He studied me. “You look better natural. You don’t need all that crap.” 

“My boobs aren’t this big either. It’s a push-up bra.” 

“Oh, I am well aware of what is going on with your tits. I’m very happy with what I found.” He winked at me. 

Cain  looking  bored  and  nonchalant  was  attractive  enough.  Cain smoldering  was  sexy  as  hell.  Cain  winking?  Dead.  I  was  basically  dead from the beauty of it. I lifted the beer and took my own sip. 

“I need you to get off the floor,” Cain said. “So I can stand up.” 

I  did,  rolling  my  dress  back  down  over  my  thighs.  It  was  still  gaping open in the back but I was mostly covered. The Washington Apple buzz had worn off and I bent over and grabbed the beer. I was thirsty and I could hear my phone chiming in my purse on the table. Bella was probably blowing up my phone. 

Cain rose to his feet and tossed back the small amount of whiskey left in his  glass.  He  had  kicked  off  his  sandals  at  some  point  and  he  padded barefoot and bare-chested back to the kitchen, refilling the glass. He didn’t sip this serving, he just took it all down, his expression giving no indication of any burn of the booze. He didn’t flinch or react at all. 

His house was small and dated, but it was clean. There weren’t shoes or laundry or old pizza boxes sitting around like guys I knew in college. It was tidy, though stark. There was no art on the walls or anything personal like family  photos.  He  had  mentioned  his  family  irritably,  but  I  wasn’t  sure  if that just meant he wouldn’t live at home again or if he genuinely didn’t get along with his family. Given the lack of photos maybe it was the latter. Not that it mattered. 

Cain  wasn’t  an  equation  for  me  to  solve.  He  was  just  here  and  now.  A very  delicious  means  to  an  end.  But  I  did  like  him.  I  could  admit  that  to myself.  Which  made  it  all  feel  very  surreal  that  I  was  here,  in  his  living room, somewhere in Maine, with my dress unzipped, my bra compromised, 

and  my  fake  eyelashes  off.  While  he  poured  another  drink  I  texted  Bella back, who was, as assumed, freaking out. I told her I was still at the bar, just to calm her down. 

Then I tried to determine how much whiskey Cain had consumed but I didn’t  know  how  many  ounces  were  in  a  glass.  Besides,  he  had  been drinking out of different-size glasses all night. Suffice it to say it was more than  the  recommended  daily  allowance.  I  wondered  if  he  would  be  insta-drunk.  Fine  one  minute,  trashed  the  next.  Because  he  seemed  fully functional. But I didn’t know him. 

It seemed I shouldn’t want to know him. Cain was no stranger to the bar. 

And there had to be a reason for that. I was curious what that reason was. 

There I went—thinking again. 

What had he told me? Most questions don’t have answers. 

Or maybe more accurate, most questions didn’t have simple answers. 

Also, life wasn’t like math because it wasn’t predictable. 

When Cain came back into the living room he had his phone in his hand and he turned on music. Nineties grunge rock. He came right up to me and kissed me, one that I felt all the way to the tips of my toes. 

“Come to my room,” he murmured. 

I  waited  for  something  clever  and  seductive  to  come  to  mind  as  a response, but my brain flipped through a dozen or so phrases quickly and they all seemed so unlike me. So corny. It would be more distracting than seductive.  So  I  settled  for  what  seemed  like  an  answer  most  men  would appreciate. I took the neckline of my dress and pushed it down to my waist then over my hips. It dropped to the floor with a soft thump and I stepped out. 

Cain  swore  as  he  took  in  the  sight  of  me  in  nothing  but  my  bra  and panties. “Is that a yes?” 

“Absolutely,”  I  said,  and  I  took  his  outstretched  hand.  My  heart  was racing  and  my  body  felt  prickly  with  anticipation.  I  don’t  have  any particular  body  issues  or  insecurities.  Sure,  I’m  on  this  side  of  short,  and what woman doesn’t wish she was a little thinner, but overall I’m satisfied with  what  I’ve  been  given.  I  have  a  curvier  shape  than  my  sister,  but  it’s

proportionate,  and  my  anecdotal  research  would  lead  me  to  believe  some men prefer hips and ass to stick-straight. 

I have no particular reason to feel shy and I was never one who minded changing  around  other  girls  in  gym  class  or  undressing  in  front  of  my boyfriend. 

But  it  hadn’t  made  me  feel  empowered  either.  Sensual.  But  when  Cain drank me in with his eyes I felt like Aphrodite, goddess of sexuality. I didn’t stand there as an innocent Little Red Riding Hood not understanding what she was about to encounter. I craved what was coming. 

It  was  ten  steps  down  the  hallway  and  it  felt  like  forever.  I  actually counted the steps because it felt endless. But then Cain was moving through the doorway into a dark room, taking me right to the edge of his bed in the moonlight.  God,  there  was  moonlight.  I  shivered  at  the  perfection  in  that. 

Even a mathematician likes a little moonlight to set the mood. I tossed my hair back over my shoulders as Cain bent to turn on the lamp on his bedside table. 

“Don’t,” I said. 

He hesitated. “I want to see you, but if you’re uncomfortable, that’s fine.” 

“I  like  the  moonlight,”  I  said.  “It’s  beautiful.”  It  was,  casting  its  soft, white glow around a small, but again, tidy room. Cain’s bed wasn’t made, which  was  slightly  distressing  to  me,  but  there  were  no  dirty  clothes  or overflowing laundry baskets at first glance. 

“Then let’s get more of it.” Cain went to the second window and flicked the blinds open. It killed the dark corners to the right of the bed. 

I  sat  down  on  his  bed,  the  creak  of  the  mattress  muffled  by  the  music drifting from his phone. Nirvana. Yikes. That seemed like a band I didn’t want to lose my virginity to. But I had to assume the song would change before penetration so I could only hope for a better follow-up. 

Cain undid his jeans and shoved them off. He was wearing black boxer briefs and nothing else, not even a smile, as he sat down next to me. I felt fifteen  years  old  again,  anticipating  a  kiss.  But  when  he  closed  the  space between us and pressed his lips to mine, this was no fumbling first attempts in a friend’s basement rec room. This was all demanding man, taking what he wanted. This was hot tongue and possessive marksmanship. 

He  had  one  hand  in  the  back  of  my  hair,  holding  me  tight  to  him.  I gripped  his  waist,  needing  something  to  hold  on  to  as  passion  exploded between us. Each plunge of his tongue into my moist heat mimicked what I knew  would  be  next  and  I  felt  restless,  eager.  Wet.  My  breathing  was shallow  and  I  knew  this  was  why  I  was  doing  this—because  if  I  was experienced, what I would do now was shove him down and climb on top and  ride  him.  It  felt  like  I  needed  that.  To  get  on  and  make  this  ache  go away. 

But I didn’t want to wreck the rhythm and I knew I couldn’t figure out the physics this first go-around. So I just let him kiss me over and over until my  nipples  were  hard,  my  lips  swollen,  my  body  aching.  Cain  eased  me down onto the bed and I went willingly, my eyes drifting shut as his mouth teased over my nipple. He undid my bra and it slid to the floor as his hand cupped  my  breast  hard,  squeezing  with  more  force  than  finesse.  I  didn’t even care. My thoughts just rolled around in my brain but they weren’t as urgent, as demanding. I felt relaxed, languid. Easy. 

The word made me smile. 

“What  has  you  grinning?”  Cain  asked,  reaching  up  to  stroke  his  thumb over my bottom lip. 

“I’m just enjoying myself.” Wordplay was not worth discussing right this moment. I had more important things for him to concentrate on. 

“Good.”  Cain  was  over  me,  a  dark,  sexy  shadow  in  the  dim  room.  I couldn’t really read his expression, but he looked serious, intense. He eased my panties down over my hips, my knees. 

They disappeared over my feet and I felt decadently naked, goosebumps rising on my skin in spite of the warm room. It was more from the shiver of knowing  that  I  was  one  hundred  percent  bare  to  him.  His  bed  was  soft, bereft of blankets. I was just on a threadbare sheet that caressed my naked flesh.  I  didn’t  sleep  in  the  nude  ever  and  this  was  an  odd  but  delicious sensation. Cain’s hand eased between my legs and I shifted to accommodate him, wanting him to get me off. I felt more than ready. 

He stroked my clit, sliding his thumb down to tease at my folds. I was wet and he gave a soft groan of approval. “You want this, don’t you?” he asked. “You want my cock.” 

“Yes.” 

His finger stroked deeply, increasing in tempo slightly. I moaned. 

“You can’t have it yet,” he said. 

Which was flat out insulting because I could feel it pressing against my leg. I understood now why people claimed dicks were throbbing. His was doing something when I reached down between us and palmed its thickness in my fist. “No?” I asked. “I can’t have this?” 

He  swore  under  his  breath.  “Not  yet.”  He  pushed  my  hand  away  and nipped at my breast before trailing his lips down over my stomach. 

Before I could stop him, he was flicking his tongue over my clit. I jerked and  tried  to  clamp  my  legs  shut.  This  was  new  territory  for  me,  because one, my college boyfriend was secretly gay, so going down on me wasn’t going to be at the top of his list. But two, I have obsessive feelings about hygiene and this seemed like a rather unfortunate placement for his face. I knew  women  in  general  loved  being  on  the  receiving  end  but  I  just  felt weird and self-conscious. Was it any different really than him burying his head  in  my  armpit?  It  seemed  that  technically,  no,  it  wasn’t  offering anything different from less quote unquote desirable parts of my body. 

“Sophie.” He paused to glance up at me, my thighs squeezing his face so tightly  his  cheeks  and  mouth  were  bulging.  “This  isn’t  an  MMA  match. 

Ease up on your grip.” 

I  was  mildly  embarrassed  but  mostly  determined  to  skip  this  part.  “I don’t want to do this.” 

He went still. “This? Like, all of this?” 

“No, just this.” I gestured wildly to his head. It was so awkward to have him between my legs. I felt like I was birthing a six-foot-one hottie. No one could genuinely enjoy it. “I’ve never done this. I don’t like it.” 

For a second Cain just stared at me. “Never?” 

I shook my head. 

I thought he would move away and I lay back down, relieved it might be over and we could go back to where his fingers were doing intriguing things to me, when instead he clamped my legs down. I let out a shriek and tried to smack at his head. “Cain.” 

I  meant  to  say  stop  or  no  because  without  warning  his  mouth  dropped onto my clit and he sucked and I saw stars. Legitimately, something inside my  entire  being  shifted,  an  earthquake  of  epic  proportions.  “I  don’t  think that…” Whatever I was going to say was lost when his tongue lathed down my slit and teased inside me. 

“That’s right, don’t think.” 

“I don’t…” This time I lost the thought even earlier as he slipped a finger inside my heat, working his tongue and finger in tandem. 

His free hand snaked up and his thumb and forefinger rolled my nipple between them. I groaned. 

“I…”  There  was  nothing.  No  words.  No  thoughts.  Just  confusion  and arousal and hot, wet want. 

My  eyes  rolled  back.  My  head  fell  to  the  side.  My  thighs  drifted  open, relaxed. Easy. There it was again. Easy. Everything with Cain could be easy if  I  just  let  it  be.  He  didn’t  speak.  He  just  let  his  tongue  do  the  talking.  I couldn’t have explained or described the precise mechanics of what he was doing, I just felt like he was everywhere. He licked and sucked and stroked. 

Pussy, clit, nipples. Even though I felt frantic, his movements were steady, controlled, never rushed, never lazy. 

Briefly I watched the top of his head, his dark hair the only thing really visible,  but  then  I  fell  backward,  staring  at  the  ceiling  from  beneath  half-closed eyes. I tried to count the strokes. The licks. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t hold  on  to  anything  except  the  overwhelming  sensation  of  wet,  tingling awesomeness.  It  shocked  me  to  the  core,  literally,  when  I  came  in  a  big, powerful orgasm. 

My back arched and I let out a cry, swept under by the waves of ecstasy. 

My mind was a blissful void of nothing but amazing pleasure. My fingers curled  into  the  sheet  and  I  might  have  actually  thrown  him  off unintentionally if he hadn’t held on to me with an iron grip, pinning me to the  bed,  his  strokes  continuing  as  endlessly  as  my  orgasm.  Finally,  I breathed,  “Holy  shit,”  and  shoved  frantically  at  his  head.  It  felt  like  my body might splinter if he didn’t stop. 

Cain sat back and wiped his mouth, looking as smug as anyone I’d ever encountered in my entire life. He peeled his briefs off and opened a drawer

of  the  nightstand,  removing  a  condom.  I  lay  there,  thighs  trembling, breathing hard. It felt like I should attempt to close my legs, be artful and beautiful, but I couldn’t move at all. After he had the condom on, he hauled my knees up. 

“Wrap your legs around me,” he murmured, bending down to give me a kiss. 

I tasted my own desire on his lips and it was…strange. Yet sexy. 

When  he  pushed  inside  me  it  was  momentarily  uncomfortable,  a  huge, invasive beast somewhere it shouldn’t be. But then my body gave way for him and it felt right. The world’s most perfect fit. I must have made a sound of distress though, my fingers digging into his biceps, because he paused. 

“You  okay?”  he  asked.  His  hand  lifted  and  trailed  down  my  cheek, drawing goosebumps from my dewy flesh. He wore a necklace. A cross. It dangled back and forth in front of me and I shifted my gaze upward, away from it, locking with his pale blue eyes. 

I nodded. “Yes.” It was odd to think that his body was inside mine in the world’s most scientific form of intimacy. The chemistry of desire. Survival instinct. Maybe that was why I didn’t feel vulnerable or awkward having a total  stranger  connecting  with  me.  It  was  written  in  our  DNA.  As  old  as time, the galaxy, and the stars. 

So he started to move, slowly, and I lay there and let my body understand it. His teeth were gritted and his muscles were all firm and bunched, tension in  his  shoulders,  his  arms.  Each  stroke  was  easier,  deeper.  Wetter.  I  lifted my hips, rocking in motion, startled by how good it felt to collide with his hard cock. 

“Oh,  yes,”  I  murmured.  I  don’t  even  know  why  I  spoke.  I  just  felt electric, hot, strung tight in his sweet, hard pleasure. 
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Chapter 4

I  was  straining  with  everything  in  me  against  just  grabbing  Sophie’s  hips and pounding the living daylights out of her. She was so sweet. So wet. So damn tight. So fucking tight. God, it felt so good. Like she had grabbed on to me with her bold stare and sexy body and now wouldn’t let me go. 

When she had come beneath my mouth, her cries free and intense, I felt like  I’d  climbed  Mount  Fucking  Everest.  Like  I  had  accomplished something.  Now  I  stared  down  at  her  and  stroked  my  cock  inside  her warmth, wanting her with everything inside of me. I felt…alive. Sober. My eardrums were buzzing and my vision was stark and clear. The moonlight floated over her curves like silk. 

Her  hair  tumbled  around  her  head  and  even  in  the  dim  lighting  I  could see the pink stain on her cheeks, her cleavage, from arousal. Her skin was dewy and warm and her lips were parted in ecstasy. 

But  it  was  the  way  that  she  watched  me  that  killed  me.  Her  eyes  were wide,  more  luminous,  without  the  constant  blinking  from  those  fake eyelashes, and she met my gaze boldly, curiously. She had started to move in rhythm with me, rolling her hips. Finding her own pleasure points. 

She wasn’t the most skilled or creative or adventurous woman I had been with. There had been too many late-night fumbles and fucks and girls who were very well pleased with themselves. 

But Sophie was the best fuck, bar none. 

Because in the end, she wanted it more than anyone else. 

And she enjoyed it more. 

When  she  came,  shattering  beneath  me,  her  mouth  a  perfect  oval  of soundless  shock,  her  nails  digging  into  me,  I  had  never  seen  anything sexier. I let her ride out the tail of her pleasure before I shifted her knees so I could drive deeper. I increased my tempo, let myself unleash a little bit of that fury I felt at having her pussy squeeze my cock in its hot, wet grip. 

Then I came, watching her the whole time, grinding my teeth against any guttural groan that might startle her. 

“Damn, Sophie,” I murmured. “You’re amazing.” I paused, catching my breath. 

“I  really  enjoyed  that,”  she  said  in  such  a  Sophie  way.  “So  much  more than I was expecting.” 

I’d  known  her  less  than  two  hours  and  I  could  have  predicted  her response  wouldn’t  be  typical.  I  also  knew  better  than  to  ask  her  what  she was expecting, because she would have a list and I didn’t want to hear it. I just wanted to lie there in hot, sticky silence for a few seconds and feel her heartbeat against my chest. So I just told her gruffly, “Good.” 

Pulling  out,  I  slid  in  next  to  her  on  the  bed  with  a  sigh.  I  tossed  the condom  on  the  nightstand  and  ran  my  fingers  over  Sophie’s  arm. 

Goosebumps  rose  wherever  I  touched  her.  Fascinated,  I  trailed  over  her stomach, her breast. I liked seeing the effect I had on her. 

She glanced over at me. “Just so you know, I can’t spend the night.” 

Normally, I didn’t want women to spend the night. It was too intimate, too familiar. And I was usually too drunk to be any sort of host to a guest. 

Anyone who stayed ended up fending for herself. But I didn’t like the idea of Sophie leaving just yet. I wanted her again in the morning, and I didn’t want  to  be  the  asshole  who  took  her  virginity,  then  sent  her  out  into  the night. I settled my hand onto her hip. 

“Why not?” I asked, relaxed, still mildly drunk, and very satisfied. “You already know I bite, so what difference does it make?” 

Sophie  sat  up,  my  hand  falling  off  her  back  onto  the  bed.  She  looked tousled  and  naked  and  delicious.  “I  don’t  sleep  well  in  unfamiliar environments. My ability to self-soothe is dependent on consistency.” 

“Self-soothe?” The shit she said. “What does that mean?” 

“It’s the ability to relax and one, fall asleep initially, and two, return to sleep when you’ve been roused while sleeping. Babies learn to do that with pacifiers or a mother’s breast. Then move on to their own thumb, or their humming, or rocking.” 

I fiddled with her arm again, running my finger down it. I couldn’t seem to stop touching her. “I can think of something better to put in your mouth

than a pacifier.” 

Sophie just blinked at me. “I’m not going to be able to fall asleep with your penis in my mouth.” 

That made me laugh. It rumbled up from my chest and ended in a cough that spoke of too much booze and late-night smoking. The visual of Sophie closing her eyes and…damn. She was literal. And adorable. 

And  apparently  leaving.  She  had  bent  over  to  retrieve  her  bra  and  was putting it back on. 

“Can’t  you  just  lay  here  a  minute?  It’s  been  like  sixty  seconds  since  I pulled it out.” 

“I thought men like to fall asleep right after.” 

“Where do you get your information from, seriously?” I eyed her as she glanced back at me over her shoulder. “Just come here. Two minutes. That’s all I’m asking for.” Which in itself was insane. When the fuck did I ever ask a woman to cuddle? Never. That’s when. But damn, Sophie was such a tasty treat, I wanted to just feel her curves one last time. 

Sophie went on her back next to me. I slid my arm around her shoulders, pulling  her  snug  in  beside  me.  I  stared  at  the  ceiling,  feeling  content  and tired. “Doesn’t this feel nice?” 

“Sure,”  she  said,  in  the  voice  I  had  used  with  my  grandfather  when  he asked if I wanted to watch golf on TV. Polite as fuck. Nothing more. 

Her  tone  amused  me.  “What’s  wrong?”  I  asked,  turning  to  see  she  was stiff as a board and staring straight up. 

“I’m wearing a bra but no panties. It’s weird.” She met my gaze. “Do you have my panties?” 

I  sighed.  So  much  for  relaxing.  Sophie  sucked  at  it.  I  stretched  and flipped over on my stomach so I could search around the foot of the bed for her  panties.  I  had  tossed  them  somewhere  in  that  general  direction.  “Are you really leaving?” I asked as I felt around the floor. 

“Yes. I have to get some sleep because tomorrow I have to do wedding planning  with  Bella.  If  I’m  tired  I’ll  be  bitchy  because  I  do  not  enjoy wedding planning with Bella. And then Bella will cry. And I will want to murder her.” 

“Fair enough.” I found the panties and lifted them in the air in triumph. 

“Got ’em. I drank too much to drive you home, but I’ll get you an Uber and ride  home  with  you.”  My  issues  with  alcohol  were  my  own  problem.  My golden  rule  was  never  to  drive.  I  didn’t  need  to  kill  someone  because  I didn’t know how to deal with my own personal shit. 

She took the panties and looped them over her feet. She shimmied them up  her  legs  and  lifted  her  ass,  giving  me  a  mouthwatering  view.  I  really wanted  to  tap  that  again,  but  she  was  determined.  She  noticed  me  eyeing her pussy and she snapped her panties back into place with the world’s most adorable blush. 

“You  don’t  have  to  go  with  me,”  she  said.  “I’m  sure  I’ll  be  fine  in  an Uber.” 

“It’s  two  in  the  morning.  Look,  I  may  not  be  sober,  but  I’m  not  an asshole.” 

Her pause was so extensive, I wasn’t sure what in the fuck was going to come out of her mouth. But she just nodded. Reluctantly, I found my pants and  pulled  them  on.  Screw  the  briefs.  I  was  free-ballin’.  “Do  you  want some shorts and a T-shirt?” I asked her. “That dress didn’t look comfortable enough to want to cram yourself back into it.” 

I  couldn’t  really  say  what  compelled  me  to  make  that  offer,  other  than Sophie didn’t seem like the girl who ran around in tight dresses all the time. 

Ripping those fake eyelashes off had kind of proved that. Sophie stood up and came over to me. She gave me a smile and reached up and kissed me softly. 

“You’re not really the big bad wolf, do you know that?” 

Embarrassed, I wasn’t sure what to say. 

“Thank you,” she said. “But I’m fine. And thanks for making me come.” 

That  made  me  snort.  “You’re  welcome.  Same.”  I  turned  and  found myself a shirt. 

In  the  living  room  she  struggled  back  into  her  dress.  “Can  you  zip  this thing?” 

“Sure.” I took the zipper up slower than was necessary, kissing the back of her neck softly. She shivered and I felt a deep, dark satisfaction. 

When the Uber showed up I realized it was a guy I went to high school with.  That  was  annoying.  His  name  was  Brian  and  he  grinned  at  me  as  I opened  the  door  for  Sophie.  “Hey,  Jordan,  what’s  up?  Having  a  good night?” 

“Better than you,” I told him, slipping into the backseat behind Sophie. I put my hand on her knee. I couldn’t resist touching her. 

When my caresses went higher than was strictly polite, she glanced over at me, raising her eyebrows in reprimand. I gave her a dirty grin and shifted my hand back to her knee. She was silent for the ride and when Brian tried small talk I told him flat out I wasn’t going to talk to him. 

He snorted. “You’re such a dick.” He glanced at Sophie in the rearview mirror.  “If  you’re  looking  for  a  local,  there  are  a  lot  better  options  than Cain. Just saying.” 

“I got exactly what I was looking for,” Sophie said in that matter-of-fact way she had of speaking. 

Brian’s eyebrows shot up. “Damn.” 

I grinned. “Hey, she told you.” 

When  we  pulled  up  to  Sophie’s  house,  I  had  to  admit  to  being  slightly shocked. I knew it would be big, but this was next level. It was jutting out over the water, a massive gray beast. A shit-ton of lights were ablaze but the blinds were closed so I couldn’t see inside. “I’ll walk you to the door. Brian, give me a minute.” 

Sophie didn’t respond. She just got out of the car and went up the walk, digging in her purse. I thought she would take out a key but she pulled out her phone. “There’s an alarm,” she explained. “I have to use the app to let it know that it’s me. It’s fingerprint identification.” 

Of course. “Nice view.” I gestured to the bay. The house was situated so that two of the four sides were facing the water. 

“It is.” 

We were in front of the door then and she looked impatient, eager to get inside.  Away  from  me.  I  took  her  phone  out  of  her  hand  and  went  to  her contacts.  I  put  my  number  in.  “Text  me  sometime.”  I  didn’t  think  she would. And I didn’t think I actually wanted her to. But it felt like the right thing to say. 

She nodded. “Thanks, Cain. I had…fun.” 

It wasn’t the right word and we both knew it. It had been more intimate, more shattering, than a bar hookup. Fun meant playful and standard. Two people getting each other off. This had been different. But I didn’t know the right word for it. I didn’t know why. So I just said, “Me too.” 

She  took  her  phone  back  and  swiped  quickly  before  putting  her fingerprint  on  the  screen.  The  front  door  to  the  house  swung  open  with  a click. It only opened an inch or two. She gave me a wave. “Good night.” 

Fuck  that.  A  wave?  I  grabbed  her  arm  and  kept  her  from  entering  the house. I bent down and gave her a kiss that I hoped she would dream about. 

A  hot,  demanding  kiss  that  maybe  she  would  remember  when  she  was getting herself off in the shower. 

A kiss that I would remember when I was sitting on a barstool, chasing happiness. Fending off anger. 

“Good  night.”  My  voice  was  gruff  and  I  pushed  the  door  open  all  the way. Then I pushed her through it, afraid I might haul her back to my place and make her forget all about self-soothing when I thrust my cock into her mouth. 

The  last  look  she  shot  me  over  her  shoulder  was  enigmatic.  Just  big, brown eyes in a pale face. Then the door shut. 

I went back to Brian’s car and got in the front seat. “Don’t say a fucking word,” I told him, even as his mouth opened to speak. 

“It’s a free country,” he said. “And I can’t figure out what these girls see in you. I mean, look at this house. Her parents are loaded. Yet, she wants to take your dick in her? I just don’t get it.” 

I rubbed my jaw, annoyed. “Girls like a bad boy, don’t you know? Lose the golf shirts and maybe you’ll get some ass.” 

He shrugged as he drove. “I’m married now. I married Kim Seeney.” 

“Poor  Kim.”  What  about   I  didn’t  want  to  talk  did  he  not  fucking understand? “Pull over. I’m walking.” 

“What? Don’t be a freak. That’s a forty-minute walk and you’re fucking barefoot.” 

I wanted to settle down with my whiskey and think about Sophie. I felt the rage climbing inside me. Scratch, scratch, scratch. Let me in, it always whispered. Open the door and welcome me. “Then shut up.” 

“Does that girl know you have a kid?” he asked. 

The  door  crashed  open  with  an  explosive  bang  as  I  yanked  the  handle. 

“Fucking pull over.” 

“What  the  hell?”  Brian  shot  me  a  look  of  alarm.  “Alright,  Jesus.  Calm down.” 

“Don’t ever talk to me about that kid,” I said. “Do you understand me? 

Mind your own fucking business.” 

Everyone in town talked about the kid. They debated endlessly whether or not it was mine or my identical twin brother’s baby. There was no way to know.  Ever.  And  we  all  knew  that,  because  we  had  both  fucked  Ali  the same week. Me, because she was my girlfriend. Christian, because he was a fucking asshole. But almost no one had the balls to mention it to my face. 

That Brian did right now sent me into a red rage. 

I didn’t even wait for him to answer. I just got out of the car, and with shaking  fingers,  reaching  into  my  pocket  for  that  crumpled  pack  of cigarettes.  After  slamming  the  door  shut,  I  lit  one  and  walked,  not  even noticing  the  asphalt  beneath  my  bare  feet.  I  took  a  deep  drag  and  walked quickly, craving a drink. 

My  mouth  was  dry  and  I  was  furious  because  now  instead  of  Sophie’s face all I could see was the sweet, innocent face of the eighteen-month-old boy who was either mine or Christian’s. 

And all I could feel was how much that hurt. 

—

I  had  been  hoping  to  escape  to  my  room  undetected  but  Bella  was  in  the family  room  and  immediately  turned  when  the  front  door  clicked  shut behind me. 

“Oh,  my  God,  there  you  are!  I  have  been  so  worried.  Sophie,  it’s  like three  in  the  morning!”  She  jumped  off  the  couch  and  rushed  over  to  me, wearing yoga pants and a tank top. Her hair was pulled back from her face

and  she  had  scrubbed  all  her  makeup  off.  Bella  didn’t  believe  in  clogged pores. 

“I’m fine. I texted you.” I could hear a touch of childish defensiveness in my voice and I felt guilty over it. I should be grateful my sister was worried about me. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make you worry.” 

She  pulled  me  into  a  hug  and  I  let  her,  even  though  hugging  is  not normally  in  my  wheelhouse.  “You  smell  like  sex,”  she  accused,  pulling back  and  eyeing  me.  “Holy  shit,  you  had  sex  with  that  bar  guy.  Sophie Jane!” 

That amused me. “Stop trying to be Mom. And yes, I had sex with him.” 

I  thought  about  it,  the  feeling  of  Cain  inside  my  body,  moving  with confidence,  stroking  me  to  orgasm.  His  tongue  on  my  clit.  “Good  sex,  I think.  I  mean,  I  have  nothing  to  compare  it  to,  but  I  would  say  that  I enjoyed it, so presumably that makes it good sex, doesn’t it?” 

Her  eyes  widened.  “Why  would  you  do  that?  Why  would  you  save yourself  all  these  years  and  then  go  and  hook  up  with  a  Mainer?  I  don’t even understand you.” 

I kicked off my shoes and set them on the shoe rack in the hall closet. I don’t  like  shoes  in  my  room.  I’m  convinced  I  can  smell  foot  scent emanating from them. “You don’t have to understand. But I wasn’t saving myself for my soul mate, Bella. Or my wedding night. I liked this guy, and I did it. It was like shedding a skin.” My virgin shell. “I feel better equipped to date now.” 

“Did you use a condom?” She bit her fingernail. Then realized what she was doing and dropped her hand. 

“Of course. I’m not stupid, remember?” 

Bella  pursed  her  lips  then  she  eyed  me.  “Your  hair  looks  insane.  And where are your eyelashes?” 

“I took them off. I put them on my beer bottle, but they can’t be reused anyway, can they?” I wasn’t sure. 

Without  warning  Bella  burst  out  laughing.  “Soph.  You  are  always  you, I’ll give you that.” 

It sounded like a compliment. I was grateful to be off the hook. I didn’t want her lecturing me for days on end. But I wasn’t going to lie about what

I had done either. “I’ve been planning this for a while,” I admitted. 

“Come sit down and tell me  everything.” 

Ew. I did not want to do that. I wanted to take my night with Cain and put it in a secret place, only to be examined on occasion. Because I had enjoyed it. A lot. I actually liked Cain. And I really liked what he did to my body. It had been eye-opening. That sexual awakening I had somewhat joked about. 

I didn’t really want to discuss that with Bella but she lived for girl talk. So I would attempt it just so she wouldn’t give me crap about texting Cain like I was fully intending to do. She would tell me I should play hard to get, but I wasn’t  looking  for  a  relationship,  and  I  wanted  to  repeat  tonight  at  least once more while I was in town. 

That  hadn’t  been  part  of  the  original  plan,  but  now  I  couldn’t  quit  the idea. 

I sat on the couch next to her, running my hands through my hair. “What am I supposed to tell you?” 

Shifting, I found it intriguing that I had vaginal soreness. Not surprising, yet not something I had thought about in advance. I hoped Bella didn’t want a blow-by-blow because I wasn’t giving her that. 

“What does his house look like?” 

That was an easy question. “It’s a Cape Cod style. Dark paneling. Clean. 

Dated. He lives alone.” I relaxed a little. 

“Did he ask you to spend the night?” 

“Yes. I said no, obviously.” 

“That’s good. There is nothing grosser than a guy who wants to boot a girl out of his bed two seconds after doing it.” 

Huh. I wondered what she would think about my attempts to leave two seconds after doing it. Also, her terminology amused me. Not for the first time,  I  wondered  how  exciting  Bella  and  Bradley’s  sex  life  was.  I  had  a feeling  she  was  a  prude.  “He  was  actually  a  decent  host  for  a  guy  who drank six glasses of whiskey. You would approve.” 

“Did he go down on you? Guys are so chintzy about that now. Everyone wants  oral  but  no  one  wants  to  give  it.”  Bella  looked  like  she  might  be talking about something personal. 

Again, I had to wonder. Bradley seemed like a guy who would be selfish in  bed.  I  didn’t  dislike  Bella’s  fiancé  exactly,  but  I  thought,  generally speaking, he was a douchebag. “He did. His idea, not mine.” 

“Ooh, la la. Interesting. Was he good at it? I mean, I imagine he would be or he wouldn’t offer it on the menu.” 

“I  had  an  orgasm  so  he  didn’t  suck  at  it.”  My  nipples  tightened  just thinking  about  it.  I  wanted  more  of  that.  More  of  all  of  it.  I  pressed  my hands to my cheeks to cool them down. 

“That’s  good.  You  know  I  am  not  a  fan  of  hookups,  but  I’m  glad  you enjoyed it. I would have been so sad for you if it was horrible.” 

“Me  too.”  I  crossed  my  feet  and  tucked  them  in  under  my  knees.  “I wouldn’t  mind  doing  it  again,”  I  said,  even  though  I  knew  I  shouldn’t.  I thought she was going to warn me against getting attached and remind me hookups don’t work that way. 

But Bella had happily ever after on the brain. “Oooh, what if you fall in love and get married? That would be so cute.” 

I stared at my phone, wondering if I should text Cain my number now or tomorrow. “That’s not going to happen.” 

“You  never  know.  What  does  he  do  for  a  living?  He  looks  like  a carpenter.” Bella jumped, like something amazing had occurred to her. “Oh, my God, he can be a house husband to your kids. You can work, doing your numbers thing, and he can raise your children. This is so cute.” 

My sister had lost her mind. “He’s a lobster fisherman.” Which I needed to research out of pure curiosity. 

“What? Really? Oh. That’s disappointing.” 

“Why?” 

“Stinky  fish.”  Bella’s  nose  wrinkled.  “Hey,  don’t  forget  we  are  having alterations done at noon tomorrow in town.” 

“How could I forget?” She had reminded me at least four times in the last twelve hours. 

“Then we’re going to meet with the caterer.” 

“Yep.” Bella was off my night with Cain, dismissing him on the basis of fish-handling, and was on to her wedding. There was no point in explaining

to  her  a  lobster  was  not  a  fish.  I  yawned,  seeing  my  out.  “I’ll  see  you tomorrow, then.” Perfect time to escape. 

In  my  room  I  showered  in  my  en-suite  bathroom  and  let  the  hot  water pour over my sensitive body. I felt different. More aware of my own skin. 

Of every sensation as the liquid streamed over sensitive spots that only Cain had touched. All the attention and the importance placed upon losing your virginity were accurate. No one could ever explain what it actually felt like to have a man inside you and now I had that knowledge. 

And I wanted more. Plain and simple. 

As  I  towel-dried  my  skin,  I  pictured  Cain,  drawing  my  nipple  into  his mouth. 

I texted him. 

 This is Sophie. 

Then  I  went  to  bed,  leaving  my  phone  in  the  bathroom  so  I  couldn’t watch it, willing him to respond. 
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Chapter 5


Cain never texted me back. I found myself standing in front of a full-length mirror in my bridesmaid dress being pinned and tugged while I did all the fixating  that  I  normally  despised  in  girls.  I  considered  and  discarded  a hundred reasons why Cain hadn’t answered me. 

He was at work. 

He was hungover. 

I hadn’t given him anything to respond to because I hadn’t ended with a question. 

His phone had died. 

He never wanted to talk to me ever again. 

I scowled at myself in the mirror, thoroughly annoyed that I was trying to telepathically determine what another human being was thinking or doing. 

It was futile and I knew it. 

“Did I hurt you?” the seamstress asked. 

“No, I’m fine,” I said absently. 

“Okay, this is good. Do you like it?” she asked. She was a petite woman in her forties, with reading glasses perched on her nose. 

I was indifferent about the dress. The style was cute enough but I wasn’t a huge fan of the blush color with my complexion. “It’s fine.” I stepped off the platform. “Can I change?” 

Bella was in a fitting room being squeezed into her dress. 

“Yes, you can change.” 

“Thank  you.”  I  glanced  out  the  window  as  I  walked  past  it  to  my  own fitting room. I did a double take. 

Cain was walking by, carrying a little boy with wispy blond hair. I had an immediate  reaction  to  seeing  the  lobster  fisherman.  I  got  hot.  My  nipples hardened. My breath caught. He disappeared from view and I scrambled to the window to see where he was going, and to see if it really was him. It

was. I hadn’t spent a lot of time with him but I had seen and felt the way he moved,  had  measured  the  breadth  of  those  shoulders  with  my  hands,  and had run my fingers through that short, dark hair. 

He crossed the street and entered the park, where there was playground equipment. He put the little boy in a swing and pushed. 

I bolted, changing out of the dress, dropping it on the floor of the fitting room and pulling my jeans and T-shirt on. I shoved my feet into the flip-flops  and  ran  out  of  the  fitting  room.  “I’ll  be  right  back!”  I  said  to  the startled seamstress. “Tell my sister I’ll be back in five minutes.” 

Chasing a guy down in the park wasn’t my usual style but I wasn’t going to  be  in  Camden  that  long,  and  once  my  whole  family  arrived  for  the wedding I would never have a minute alone. There would be zero time to have sex with Cain. I wouldn’t even be able to see him because my mother would  be  filled  with  nosy  questions  and  criticisms.  So  instead  of  wasting time  wondering  why  Cain  hadn’t  answered  my  text,  I  was  just  going  to throw  it  out  there  and  see  what  happened.  Hell,  it  had  worked  the  night before. 

Bella was going to be pissed that I had left the salon but I would be fast. I darted across the street between two parked cars and fast-walked toward the park. There was no time to glance around and appreciate the architecture of the  town.  Normally,  I  enjoyed  the  orderly  symmetry  of  downtown,  but today I had bigger issues at hand. I went up to the swings and stopped in front of the little boy Cain was pushing. 

“Hi,”  I  said,  slightly  out  of  breath.  I  crossed  my  arms  over  my  chest, realizing that I had no bra on. 

“Hi.”  He  was  wearing  shorts  and  a  black  T-shirt.  He  didn’t  look hungover.  Nor  did  he  look  excited  to  see  me.  Conversely,  he  didn’t  look annoyed. Just flat. Remote. 

I  wasn’t  expecting  a  kiss  or  wild  enthusiasm,  but  I  guess  I  thought  he would at least smile. Show recognition that just hours before we had been naked in bed together. 

“Who’s this little guy?” I asked when the silence stretched out. The baby was very cute, with chubby cheeks and a button nose. He was staring at me as  he  went  back  and  forth  gently  in  the  bucket  swing.  He  had  on  denim

shorts,  a  T-shirt  with  a  puppy  dog  on  it,  and  little  navy  sandals.  I  was  no expert on child development, having never been one to babysit, but if I had to guess his age I would put it between eighteen months and two years. 

“This is my son.” 

Okay,  so  my  jaw  dropped.  I  didn’t  mean  it  to,  but  it  did.  “Oh,  wow. 

That’s…awesome. Does he live with his mother?” Because there had been no child in his house the night before. 

“He lives with my mother.” Cain gave him another push. 

The baby kicked his feet out and waved his fists, yelling something that sounded  like  “mo”  over  and  over.  Now  I  thought  maybe  he  was  younger than I had originally guessed but I wasn’t sure. I was shocked only in that I hadn’t  pictured  Cain  as  a  father  and  he  hadn’t  mentioned  a  child.  Didn’t most  parents  mention  a  kid?  But  I  realized  it  didn’t  actually  matter.  That was his private life, and I hadn’t asked him any personal questions and he hadn’t  offered  me  anything.  Why  would  he?  We  were  total  strangers essentially, despite our physical intimacy. Interesting though that this child lived with his grandmother instead of either parent. I pictured Cain slinging back whiskey and decided maybe that wasn’t so shocking. 

Bella  was  going  to  send  a  rescue  crew  out  after  me  if  I  didn’t  go  back right away. So I stayed the course. “I think we should have—” 

I  stopped  myself.  Maybe  saying  the  word  “sex”  in  front  of  a  baby  was not cool. “I want to repeat last night with you. Tonight, if you’re free.” 

For  a  long  moment  he  didn’t  say  a  word.  He  just  stared  at  me  while  I clutched my chest. 

He finally spoke. “What’s your name?” he asked. 

Was he for real? I admit it, I was outraged. How could he not remember that? “Sophie,” I said through my teeth. “Sophie Bigelow.” 

He gave me a smirk. “Well,  Sophie, let me give you a piece of advice.” 

A pit settled in my gut. I was not going to like what he had to say. His expression gave me the sinking feeling that this would be like grade school

—when you got set up by the cool girl and then she humiliated you. Sure, come to my party. Only when you show up no one is there. I didn’t want to care  about  Cain’s  opinion  of  me,  but  I  did.  I  wasn’t  looking  for  love,  but neither did I want to be trashed or dismissed. He’d kissed me goodbye like

he had enjoyed himself, and I had appreciated that. All he had to do now was  remember  giving  me  the  most  intense  pleasure  of  my  life  and  I  was good with that. 

Respect. It was an easy thing to give. 

“If you have trouble telling us apart, there are two things Cain has that I don’t:  a  tattoo  and  an  ever-present  drink  in  his  hand.  I’m  Christian,  his identical twin. Also known as the good twin.” 

Relief  coursed  through  my  veins.  That  explained  the  total  lack  of emotion or recognition. But I was embarrassed that I had essentially shared with him what Cain and I had done, and I couldn’t help but give this twin a jab.  He  could  have  said  something  sooner.  It  had  been  obvious  I  had thought he was Cain, that I thought we knew each other. “Well, for being the  good  twin  that  was  a  rude  thing  to  do  to  me  just  now.  You  knew  I thought you were Cain and you made me feel like shit.” 

His eyebrows rose. He cracked a laugh. “Fair enough.” He came around the swing set and stuck his hand out. “Christian Jordan. Nice to meet you, Sophie.” 

Christian didn’t have the same swagger, that cocky confidence Cain did. 

He gave me a friendly smile, yet I couldn’t interpret his genuine feelings or intention at all. 

“Hi, Christian. Cain didn’t tell me he has an identical twin.” 

“That’s  because  he  hates  me.  And  listen,  you  might  want  to  rethink pursuing my brother.” 

“Why?”  I  shook  Christian’s  hand  automatically.  Yep.  This  definitely wasn’t Cain. His touch didn’t send electricity shooting through my body. 

“Because you seem like a nice girl.” 

That  annoyed  me.  How  did  he  determine  in  two  minutes  that  I  was  a

“nice girl”? And what did that even mean? “And?” 

“Cain has problems. And a little heads-up—Cain never goes home with the same girl twice. It’s one and done.” 

“Thanks  for  the  advice.”  There  was  something  underlying  his  words though that I just couldn’t figure out. This was one of those moments where I couldn’t read intention. It wasn’t a skill I had ever possessed or learned. I

just knew I didn’t want to continue the conversation. “I’ll leave you to your afternoon with your son.” 

“Take care, Sophie. Maybe I’ll see you around.” 

“Sure.”  For  some  reason  I  hoped  I  wouldn’t.  Christian  had  rubbed  me wrong,  an  unusual  reaction  for  me.  I  did  wave  to  the  little  boy  though, making faces and gaining a grin from the toddler. 

When I got back to the salon, I was sure Bella was going to be furious at me for not being there to capture her entrance into the room of three-way mirrors  with  my  phone,  but  she  wasn’t  even  out  of  the  fitting  room  yet. 

“Are you okay?” I asked, knocking on the door. 

“Go away, Sophie!” she yelled at me. Unlike a regular fitting room in a clothing store, this had an actual door so I couldn’t see anything. She didn’t sound upset, just angry. So I decided not to force the issue. If I had to guess, she  thought  she  looked  heavy  in  her  dress,  which  of  course  would  be completely impossible and ludicrous given her height and weight. I was too distracted to cater to that. 

I  sat  down  on  a  velvet  sofa  and  chewed  my  bottom  lip,  checking  my social media. The seamstress discovered my dress on the floor and gave me a dirty look as she picked it up and brushed it up, placing it on a hanger. 

“Sorry,” I said. But then I forgot about feeling guilty when my phone lit up in my hand. It was Cain, calling me via FaceTime. I sat up straight and ran my fingers through my hair, feeling instantly both excited and nervous. 

I swiped on the screen. “Hello?” 

There  was  his  face,  with  an  expression  I  remembered.  A  sly  smile. 

Totally unlike his brother. “Hey, Little Red, what’s up?” 

“Hey, Cain.” Damn, he was so sexy. It felt a little surreal that this man had been inside me. He looked scruffy, his chin covered in stubble. There were dark circles under his eyes, I would assume from the whiskey and the lack of sleep. He had told me he had to go to work in the morning. 

Given that there was nothing but water behind him, he had made it in to the “office.” That was impressive in and of itself. Being on a rocking boat after a night of drinking could not be great for your sense of equilibrium. 

“How are you feeling?” he asked. His voice was gravelly over the sound of the wind. 

“I’m not hungover. I didn’t really drink that much in the end.” 

“No, I meant with everything. Down south.” 

That was embarrassing. I could feel my cheeks start to burn. This was not a  conversation  I  had  expected  to  be  having  with  him.  “Two  thumbs  up.” 

Because really, what the hell was I supposed to say? 

He gave a soft laugh. “Good. I hope I wasn’t too rough.” 

“No.” I pursed my lips. I did not want the shop owner to hear any part of this conversation. “But I can’t really talk in detail because I’m at the bridal salon with Bella. We have dress fittings.” 

“Is  that  why  you’re  not  wearing  a  bra?”  His  voice  was  low,  rough, aroused. His eyes were focused on my chest. “And why your hair looks like you just crawled out of my bed?” 

Instantly, my nipples went hard as I remembered what it felt like to have his  mouth  closing  over  them,  teasing  them  to  tautness  while  his  hands firmly cupped my breasts. I shifted the phone so he couldn’t see my chest because that hungry look in his eye was doing weird things to my insides. 

He gave a groan of disappointment. “Yes,” I said to his question. “Are you on a boat?” 

“Yes.  It’s  lunch  break  for  me.”  He  moved  his  phone  so  his  face disappeared and all I could see was sun-dappled water. “The other guys are downstairs so I have a couple of minutes and I just wanted to make sure that you’re not regretting all your choices last night.” 

Interesting. And sweet. Like I had told him the night before, Cain wasn’t quite the big bad wolf he claimed to be. “No regrets at all. In fact, I told you I’d like to repeat it, only it turned out I wasn’t talking to you, but to your identical twin. Which was a little embarrassing.” 

He went still and his eyes narrowed. The smile disappeared. “When the fuck did you see Christian?” 

“Ten minutes ago in the park. He was with his son and I thought it was you and requested another night. He pointed out I was talking to the wrong brother, then told me you never repeat girls ever, so I shouldn’t bother.” I suspected  there  might  be  some  truth  to  that,  but  I  also  suspected  that Christian liked to paint Cain in a bad light. But at any rate, you never got anything unless you asked for it. 

I wanted more of Cain. 

Cain’s  nostrils  flared.  “My  brother  doesn’t  speak  for  me.  Just  so  you know.” 

“Okay.”  Did  that  mean  he  was  willing  to  have  me  over  for  Sophie’s Sexual Awakening, Part Two? I hoped so. 

“And if you ever see him again, walk away. He’s a fucking asshole.” 

“He did say you hate him.” 

Cain snorted. “He hates me too.” 

I couldn’t imagine having that kind of animosity toward my sister. Bella and  I  were  totally  different  personalities,  yet  I  loved  her  with  my  whole heart.  I  wanted  her  to  be  happy  just  as  much  as  I  wanted  myself  to  be happy. 

He  continued.  “And  he  pretends  to  be  this  great  guy,  morally  superior. 

But he’s just a liar. At least I wear my flaws out in the open. He tries to hide his.” 

That seemed on par with what I had seen. His asking me what my name was had been a dick move, plain and simple. “Once I realized it wasn’t you, it made more sense to me. Because he asked me what my name was, which seemed odd. I was pretty sure you would remember it.” 

I wasn’t searching for some kind of compliment. I was just relaying the facts. I knew Cain had been drinking but I really didn’t think he could have forgotten something that basic in less than ten hours. 

Cain rubbed his jaw and gave me a look that warmed me from the inside out. “I do. I remember every second. Every touch. Every taste.” 

I swallowed hard, not sure how to respond to flirtation that was so sexual in nature. “Oh. That’s good.” 

He  smiled.  “And  I  do  want  to  repeat  last  night.  Can  you  come  over tonight?” 

Hell, yeah. I nodded. “Sure.” Movement to my right caught my attention. 

Bella’s door had flung open and she was standing there, looking murderous. 

“Sophie!” she screamed. 

“I have to go,” I told Cain. “Bella needs me.” 

“Give me one last view of your tits,” he said. “And I’ll let you go.” 

I  felt  absolutely  ridiculous,  but  I  did  it,  shifting  the  camera  view downward. I even pushed my chest forward so it would show to optimum form  in  the  T-shirt.  That  was  purely  on  instinct.  He  made  a  sound  in  the back of his throat. 

“Thanks.” 

As  odd  as  it  felt,  I  enjoyed  his  response  enough  to  forget  about  any discomfort  with  my  inability  to  flirt.  He  made  me  feel  sexy  and  that  was awesome. “You’re welcome.” 

He gave a soft laugh. “Talk to you later, Sophie Bigelow.” 

I  ended  the  call,  wondering  if  he  had  used  my  last  name  to  prove  he remembered it. And wondering why I cared. 

—

There were a lot of people in town who would be thrilled to talk shit about me to Sophie and it wouldn’t have bothered me. Whatever. They could say what  they  want.  But  the  one  person  who  had  no  right  to  say  a  goddamn thing to Sophie about me was Christian. He had lost the right to have any opinion about my life when he had fucked my girlfriend. 

And gotten her pregnant. 

Or not gotten her pregnant. 

We’ll never know for sure because we’re identical twins with the same fucking DNA, so a paternity test is absolutely useless. So, yeah. He had no right to say dick to Sophie. 

I hadn’t called her to invite her over again. I hadn’t been planning to see her again at all. I figured why fuck up a good memory, right? 

But then she’d said Christian had made it sound like I was so predictable that he was fully confident in saying I would  never see her again. There was no way I was going to let that motherfucker tell Sophie anything about me. 

I shoved my phone down into my pocket and took a deep breath of the ocean air. I should eat something. My stomach, churning miserably when I first got on board, had settled down. 

Rick had taken one look at me at eight when we’d met on the dock and said, “You look like shit. But less shit than total shit so I’d call that a win.” 

I had felt way worse many a time. Mostly I was rough around the edges because  I  hadn’t  slept  much.  After  I  had  gotten  home,  thoughts  of  Ali’s baby,  who  Christian  had  claimed  as  his,  had  pressed  down  on  me.  I  had drunk two more glasses of whiskey until the anger had dulled, and when I dropped into bed, I smelled the sweet scent of Sophie. I buried my head in the pillow she had rested on and let it calm me. 

Her body, her curious stare, were the last things I thought about before I fell asleep and the first thing on my mind when I woke up. My dreams had been tangled with her wide eyes and her curvy hips, riding me. I’d woken up hard with my hand on my dick. 

It  was  exactly  the  distraction  I  needed.  She  had  lived  up  to  my expectation. Hell, exceeded it. 

My other crewmate, Liam, came up and sat down on a trap, a sandwich in his hand. “Dude, you look like you got some serious pussy last night.” 

He took a bite and spoke around his food. “That is a shit-eating grin on your face.” 

“I don’t kiss and tell, motherfucker.” It had never been a habit of mine to engage in locker room talk. I didn’t need to brag. But I really didn’t want to discuss Sophie with anyone. She was different. Something that was a little bit more than the normal hookups I had. 

And I didn’t want to share her or our time together with anyone. I wasn’t going to look too hard at the why of that, but it was what it was. 

Liam took another bite of his sandwich. “Dick. I would tell you all the juicy details if it were me.” 

“First of all, it never is, you fucking loser. Second of all, why do you bite your  sandwich  first  and  then  start  talking?  How  about  you  chew  and swallow and then bug me? I’m embarrassed for you, man.” 

“Says the guy who pukes overboard at least once a week.” 

There was some truth to that. The motion of the ocean wasn’t kind to an alcoholic. “I’m feeding the fish.” 

Liam made a face. He was not a good-looking guy, having eyes that were set too wide, and a larger nose than most would deem attractive, but he was easygoing  and  fun,  and  he  always  had  a  whole  harem  of  homely  girls trailing  around  behind  him.  The  problem  with  Liam  was  he  thought  he

deserved  a  supermodel  and  walked  around  with  an  odd  arrogance  and entitlement that meant when he could actually have a sweet little girlfriend sucking him off every night, he chose instead to hold out for the dream girl that didn’t exist for him. 

At least I didn’t think so, but hell, maybe I was wrong. Maybe one day Gigi Hadid would be on fucking vacay in Camden and she’d fall for Liam the Ugly Lobster Fisherman. But I wouldn’t bet the farm on it, or even five bucks. Life doesn’t work that way. You don’t always get what you want. 

“Thank you for that disgusting visual,” Liam said. 

“Right  back  at  you,”  I  said,  gesturing  to  his  mouth  filled  with  chewed ham and rye. 

He  rolled  his  eyes  and  stood  up  and  walked  away,  obviously  a  little annoyed with me. 

I texted my mother. 

 You home tonight? Can I stop by? 

 Sure. Would love to see you. 

My mother, God love her, is the sweetest, kindest woman on the planet, and had chosen the world’s biggest dickhead to marry. My father had been a prick  from  what  I  remember,  but  he  had  rolled  out  by  my  fifth  birthday, leaving Mom with five kids to raise solo. He had popped in and out a few times but mostly was out. I had heard about three years earlier he had gone to prison for stealing forty grand in copper out of a salvage site but I didn’t know if he was out or not. I didn’t care. 

 Is Christian going to be there? 

It was a loaded question and I knew it would upset her. She thought my brother and I should just hug it out and forgive and forget. Which was as damn unrealistic as world peace. But until that happened, she preferred us not to be in the same room together just as much as I did. Lorraine didn’t like  conflict.  Which  was  why  she  had  stayed  married  to  my  father  rather

than  confront  him  on  his  many  flaws,  from  womanizing,  to  gambling,  to drinking. 

 Yes, maybe you should come tomorrow. 

 Okay. 

Part  of  me  wanted  to  go  over  there  anyway  and  confront  my  brother about talking shit to Sophie. But then I knew I would be raging all night. 

Which meant I would drink as much as I could get my hands on. And then I would put a serious damper on a night with Sophie. She didn’t need to see my mess that up close and personal. And she deserved a second night even better than the first. 

How did I know she deserved that? 

No freaking clue. 

But my gut was telling me to do right by Sophie. That almost nothing in my life was worth much at the moment, but this? This I could do. 

I  drank  orange  soda,  letting  its  sweet,  sugary,  cool  fizz  settle  my rebellious gut as I thought about Sophie. The air was briny, but all I could think  about  was  Sophie’s  scent,  and  how  sweetly  she  had  come  apart  for me. 

One and done. 

Christian could fuck himself. 

But the moment was ruined. Now, as I watched the water dance beneath the  sunlight,  Christian  and  Ali,  fucking  in  her  bed,  overtook  thoughts  of Sophie  in  mine.  Like  always,  my  brother  intruded  into  anything  that  was good in my life. 

I wished I had a drink. 
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Chapter 6

“Are you even listening to me?” my mother asked on the phone, sounding indignant. 

Did she want honesty here? I wasn’t sure. I munched on a French fry at the  gastro  pub  Bella  had  chosen  for  lunch.  Which  didn’t  make  sense because after choosing a restaurant specializing in contemporary versions of classic  fried  foods,  she  had  ordered  a  salad.  It  defied  logic.  I  had  ordered fish and chips. “I was listening,” I told my mother. I just wasn’t particularly interested  in  what  she  was  saying,  which  was  an  example  of  my  maid  of honor skills. 

Bella was in the restroom for the third time. I wasn’t sure exactly what she was doing, but I was fairly certain she was going in there to cry. I had followed her the first time but she had screamed at me to leave her alone, so I was taking her advice. 

“Why  is  your  sister  so  upset?”  she  asked.  “She  sent  me  a  text  that  she hates her life.” 

“Ask her.” I wasn’t trying to be belligerent or unhelpful but I had no idea what  was  wrong  with  Bella.  “Her  dress  fit  perfectly,  Mom.  She  looked amazing.” She had. Yet something in that fitting room had upset her and she wasn’t letting it go, whatever it was. 

“I’m so angry with your father,” Mom said, her voice filled with fury. “I should be there instead of this damn trip to Nice. Why did we have to go to France two weeks before the wedding? It’s idiotic.” 

I had no answers to that either. But I knew exactly how to deal with my mother.  She  was  no  mystery.  She  just  wanted  me  to  agree  with  her.  “I know,” I said, filling my voice with sympathy. 

Generally speaking, my father did do idiotic things when it came to us, his family. He was a man who had achieved great heights of success, mostly because  he  was  able  to  compartmentalize  and  because  he  always  deemed his needs the first priority in any given situation. He had wanted to spend

his birthday in France, so by God, he was going to France, even though it upset my mother and left me in charge of wedding prep with Bella. Which was a joke. 

Fortunately,  Bella  and  my  mother  had  hired  the  world’s  most  efficient and pretentious wedding planner. “I’m going to call Lucinda,” I added, the thought just occurring to me. “Bella will confide in her.” Lucinda was in her forties and had retired from a career as a buyer for a high-end home goods store  to  rusticate  in  a  small  town  with  her  infant  child  and  her  ancient husband. She had been bored almost immediately and had launched a new business  venture,  planning  high-end  weddings,  specializing  in  unique settings,  groundbreaking  receptions,  and  stylized  collaborations,  whatever the hell any of that meant. It was just what it said on her website. 

Her Instagram feed was filled with pictures of her child in baby couture, and weddings so spectacular they looked fake. Like build-a-blowout. Take something  from  every  glamorous  event  in  the  last  year  and  cram  all  the elements together. 

Bella’s  wedding  was  going  to  have  Lucinda  touches  such  as  Bella arriving via sailboat, “deconstructed” bouquets, a caviar bar, and a so-called silent  after-hours  lounge  party  until  4  a.m.,  with  headphones  provided  for guests to continue dancing past the noise ordinance. It all made me want to giggle, just a little, but to Mom and Bella and Lucinda, this was serious shit. 

“That’s a great idea, Sophie. And come to think of it, frankly, she should have been there today. What on earth are we paying her for?” 

To coordinate a million moving parts. “Maybe she was busy.” I was glad she hadn’t been there. She would never have allowed me to leave. Lucinda was  scary.  And  if  I  hadn’t  left  I  wasn’t  sure  Cain  would  have  invited  me over again. I was savvy enough to know that he had been really put out by his brother’s comments about him. 

Mom  made  a  sound  of  disdain.  “Let  me  know  what  she  says  and  tell Bella to call me or I’m going to just worry.” 

I wasn’t sure how I had wound up the middleman, but it wasn’t a position I enjoyed. “Okay,” I said obediently. 

“What are you girls doing tonight?” 

“I’m going to a friend’s house,” I said, because it’s just not in my nature to  lie.  I  snagged  another  fry,  wishing  my  mother  would  hang  up.  I  really was  starting  to  worry  about  Bella  now.  The  waiter  had  refilled  our  water glasses and glanced at Bella’s empty seat in confusion. 

“What? You have a friend?” She sounded both shocked and delighted. 

That  made  me  roll  my  eyes.  “I  have  friends,  Mom.”  I  did.  Unlike  the majority of my childhood. My father had always told me I would meet like-minded  people  at  college  and  he  had  been  right  about  that.  Grade  school had been a different story. Just because everyone I was in class with was the child of wealthy parents didn’t mean they were intelligent. I had struggled to relate. 

“Of  course  you  do,”  she  said  soothingly,  like  she  didn’t  believe  me  for one second. “What’s her name? Is she from Boston?” 

“His  name  is  Cain  and  he’s  local.”  I  got  a  sick  sense  of  pleasure  from shocking her with that statement. Not only did she think I had no friends, she was also certain I couldn’t grab the attention of a guy. 

For a second she said nothing. “Wait, is this a love interest?” 

If love interest meant sex partner, sure. “He’s just someone I like to hang out with.” 

“What does local mean?” 

“It means he lives here year-round.” 

“No one does that except  staff.” 

If she wasn’t so offensive, it might almost be funny. But it was offensive. 

“I don’t know what you mean,” I said just to be annoying. 

“Well, what does he  do?” 

I  shouldn’t  have  mentioned  Cain  at  all.  I  realized  my  error.  She  was going to dig and pry, and her probing questions would ruin the privacy, the intimacy, of my time with Cain. I should have kept him my secret. “He’s a lobster fisherman.” 

“Good Lord. He can’t come to the wedding. The numbers have already been turned in.” 

Yep. Should have kept my mouth shut. “I wasn’t planning to invite him. 

Don’t worry.” 

“There’s  no  future  seeing  someone  like  this,  Sophie.  This  isn’t   The Notebook. It doesn’t work in the real world.” 

No  mention  of  my  happiness.  No  mention  of  how  she  hoped  he  was  a kind  person  who  treated  her  daughter  well.  It  hurt  my  feelings,  which irritated me. I had spent my whole life seeking my mother’s approval and I never received it. She had wanted another Bella. Instead, she had gotten an anomaly with shades of my father. None of her, inside or out. 

“This isn’t about the future. I’m just having sex with him.” 

While I can claim that I am just brutally honest, the truth is sometimes I’m petty. And that was petty. But so very satisfying. My mother gasped. 

“Sophie Jane! I’m going to assume that is your bizarre sense of humor. I swear to God, you get more like your father every day. It’s twisted.” 

It  was  probably  better  if  she  thought  I  was  joking.  “It  is  what  it  is.”  I thought  about  pointing  out  that  she  had  actually  married  my  father,  so presumably  she  had  thought  he  was  the  shit  at  one  point,  but  Bella  had finally emerged from the restroom and I wanted to see what was going on with her. “Bella’s back. I’ll call you later.” 

Bella just sat down and flipped her hair back as if nothing was out of the ordinary. 

“Bel, do you have a gastrointestinal disorder or what? You were in there for twenty minutes.” And her eyes and nose were red. 

She made a face. “Gross. No. I was crying. I hate my dress, Soph. I know you  don’t  understand  it,  but  I  despise  it.  It’s  literally  the  world’s  most hideous  garment  and  I  don’t  even  grasp  how  I  could  have  thought otherwise.  This  is  Mom’s  fault.  She  forced  me  to  take  that  one  and  I literally  have  never  hated  anything  as  much  as  I  hate  that  dress  on  my body.” 

At  least  she  wasn’t  overreacting.  Not.  “I’m  sorry.”  I  was.  Our  mother could be overbearing. But the dress wasn’t ugly. 

I bit into my fish, making a face when I realized it was cold. “But are you sure that’s all it is?” I sort of kept waiting for the moment when she realized Bradley was a douchebag. “Are you having doubts about marriage?” 

She looked at me like I’d grown a second head. “Of course not!” 

Then I didn’t think it was that big of a deal. “So get a new dress.” 

“That dress cost twenty grand and it was ordered six months ago.” 

“Don’t they sell some that are in stock?” 

Bella sipped her iced tea and gave me a look of disdain. “As if I’d wear a three-hundred-dollar dress off the rack. Give me a break.” 

She  sounded  like  our  mother  and  it  was  annoying.  I  shrugged.  “So  I guess you’re stuck with your twenty-thousand-dollar turd.” 

Because if the price tag was what mattered, shouldn’t she automatically love it? 

But Bella shoved her chair back. “You’re such a bitch sometimes. I know you think I’m vain and materialistic but I don’t have your brains. I don’t get excited by math or pi or gravity or whatever.” 

I  opened  my  mouth  to  say  that  as  pi  was  a  numerical  value  it  was included  within  the  subject  header  of  math,  but  I  stopped  myself.  No  one wants  to  be  corrected.  My  mother  had  been  drilling  that  into  me  since preschool. I just let Bella continue. 

“Why can’t you understand that this matters to me? You may think it’s stupid, but I’ve waited my whole life for my wedding and I want it to be perfect.” 

I felt guilty. I wasn’t trying to dismiss her concerns. “It will be perfect. 

Because you’re perfect. You’ll be the most beautiful bride ever.” She would be, because she had been blessed with a beauty that was currently in style. 

“You’re just saying that because you feel sorry for me.” But she did pull her chair back in. “You’re doing that thing with your straw when you get stressed.” 

I was. It was a tic that drove my mother crazy. But when I fretted, I put my finger on the top of the straw, trapping the liquid in the tube, then lifted it and dropped it over the ice. I did it to confirm gravity. “I don’t feel sorry for  you.”  But  I  couldn’t  stop  myself  from  creating  a  vacuum  seal  on  my straw and repeating my action. 

Bella sighed. “Why does your water stay in the straw like that anyway?” 

“Sealing  the  top  of  a  straw  with  your  finger  stops  air  entering  and exerting a downward force on the liquid, leaving only the upward force of air  pressure  from  below.  This  upward  force  is  stronger  than  the  force  of

gravity pulling down on the liquid. It doesn’t work on a larger scale though. 

The external capillary—” 

I stopped speaking. Bella didn’t really care and I was getting off-subject. 

But she actually laughed. “You’re such a nerd,” she said, but it was spoken with  affection.  “I  wish  you  would  get  that  excited  about  wearing  false eyelashes.” 

“Don’t waste your wishes on the impossible. But I am really sorry you don’t love the dress. I thought it looked amazing on you.” 

“Thanks.”  She  tucked  her  hair  behind  her  ears  and  took  a  deep  breath. 

“By the way, don’t freak out or turn around but the guy you hooked up with just walked in the door.” 

I started to turn. 

“Oh,  my  God,  will  you  follow  directions?”  she  hissed.  “Don’t.  Turn. 

Around. It’s too obvious. He has a little kid with him.” 

I  looked  anyway,  disappointed  to  see  that  it  was,  in  fact,  Christian.  He had entered the restaurant carrying his son, who had on an adorable pair of red sunglasses. “That’s actually his twin brother, not him.” 

“There are two of him?” She sounded scandalized. 

“Well, not two of him. Just two humans with the same DNA.” 

“Human  number  two  is  coming  over  here,”  she  said,  sounding thoroughly intrigued. 

“Sophie Bigelow,” Christian said. “How’s your lunch?” 

“Cold,” I said truthfully. 

He  laughed.  “Who  is  your  friend?”  he  asked,  giving  Bella  a  once-over. 

There was a definite look of appreciation. 

“This  is  my  sister,  Bella.  Bella,  this  is  Christian,  Cain’s  brother.”  Then because  I  was  still  holding  a  grudge  against  Christian,  I  decided  not  to mention Bella was getting married. Let him be disappointed when he found out. 

“Nice  to  meet  you.”  Bella  touched  the  little  boy’s  leg.  “Who  is  this cutie?” 

I  realized  I  had  never  asked  the  child’s  name.  That  was  typical  of  me. 

Social niceties didn’t come naturally. 

“This is Camp.” 

“Camp?” Bella repeated, like she wasn’t sure if she had heard it right or not. 

“Yes.  His  mother  named  him.  Don’t  hold  it  against  him.”  Christian smiled, and I supposed most girls would say it was charming. 

It was bizarre though, that he was identical in appearance to Cain, yet I had no attraction to him. It didn’t even feel strange to be staring at a man who looked exactly like a man I had kissed and touched so intimately. 

“There are no rules these days for naming kids. I think it’s unique.” 

Bella  had  social  graces.  I  knew  she  didn’t  believe  that  for  one  minute. 

She loved rules. 

Christian laughed. “Well. If his mother ever reappears I’ll let her know. 

But  considering  she  hasn’t  called  in  sixteen  months,  I’m  not  holding  my breath.” 

That  made  me  set  my  straw  back  down,  a  little  surprised.  That  seemed like a little bit too much information. But it had the effect on Bella he had probably intended. Her hand came to her chest and her eyes went soft. She squeezed Camp’s little foot and stroked the smooth skin of his leg. 

“Oh,  my  goodness,  who  could  leave  this  little  sweetheart?”  I  could practically hear her ovaries fluttering. Bella wanted to be a mother. 

Me?  I  wasn’t  sure.  In  theory,  maybe.  But  only  once  I  had  accepted  the inevitable  fact  that  they  wouldn’t  be  miniature  versions  of  myself.  I  was only  going  to  take  that  step  when  I  could  fully  embrace  they  would  be totally  unique  creatures  and  I  wouldn’t  know  who  or  what  they  would  be until they were here in existence already. 

But I still felt the same tenderness that other women did when they saw cute babies. Camp was an adorable kid. I wondered if Cain had looked like that when he was a toddler. Then I worried why I cared. 

Christian  didn’t  respond  to  Bella’s  rhetorical  question,  which  was probably a good thing. Personally, I did not want to hear the intimate details of his failed relationship with a woman who would ditch her child. 

He  gave  her  a  smile.  “I’d  better  get  this  guy  some  food  before  he launches a protest.” 

He was a fairly silent child. He was just watching everything around him, his  fist  gripping  the  sleeve  of  Christian’s  T-shirt.  I  couldn’t  see  his  eyes behind the shades. I wondered if they were the same ice-blue as his father’s. 

And Cain’s. 

“Nice  to  meet  you,”  Bella  said.  Her  voice  took  on  a  singsong  quality. 

“And you too, Campy.” 

It was a talent she had, adding a vowel to the end of names that didn’t want one. 

“Good  to  see  you,  Sophie,”  Christian  said.  “I  hope  to  see  you  around, Bella.” 

Bella seemed to realize at that moment that he was a little too interested in her. Her eyes widened as she watched him walk away. He waved to the hostess, who led him to a table toward the back of the restaurant. 

Then  Bella  shocked  me  by  saying,  “It’s  so  weird.  He’s  so  much  sexier than your guy.” 

First of all, she was wrong. And there was no second of all. She was just wrong. “How do you figure that? Christian is too…fake-charming. Cain is straightforward.  Also,  that  is  rude  to  me.  They’re  identical  twins  but somehow  you  want  to  make  sure  I  know  I  got  the  loser  twin?”  I  was offended and there was no denying it. 

To  her  credit,  she  looked  contrite.  “No,  I  wasn’t  saying  anything  about you.  I  guess  it’s  just  strange  that  they  look  the  same,  but  their  vibe  is different.  And  you  know  I’m  always  going  to  be  more  into  the  charmers than the ones who are blunt. And you vice versa.” 

Something about her tone had me tilting my head. “You’re not interested in him, are you?” 

“What? No. Of course not!” Yet, her cheeks turned red. 

“It  sounds  like  he  has  baby  mama  drama,”  I  added,  in  case  that  wasn’t obvious. Plus, his twin brother hated him and there had to be a reason for that, right? 

Bella picked up her fork and stabbed a cherry tomato. “I’m engaged. I’m getting  married.  I  was  just  making  an  observation.  Do  not  read  anything into it. You of all people never read anything into stuff like this. What, one slip of the D and you’re psychic?” 

Ouch.  That  seemed  a  bit  of  an  overreaction.  “That  was  unnecessarily harsh and insulting.” 

To my horror her face crumpled and she started to cry. “Oh, my God, I have  to  leave!”  She  widened  her  eyes  and  stood  and  said  through  gritted teeth, “I’ll be in the car. Please pay the bill.” 

I nodded, stunned. She walked carefully out of the restaurant, clearly not wanting everyone to see how upset she was. 

Mournfully, I stared down at my ruined lunch and sighed. I flagged the waiter down. A woman in her forties walked past me and I realized she was joining  Christian  and  Camp.  His  mother?  Possibly.  She  greeted  him  and then  bent  over  and  kissed  Camp.  After  she  sat  down  she  glanced  back  at me,  as  if  Christian  had  said  something  to  her.  But  that  was  ludicrous. 

Christian wouldn’t tell his mother he met his brother’s hookup at the park. 

Guys didn’t gossip like that, especially not with their mother. 

I  was  turning  into  a  basic  girl.  One  who  had  an  invisible  audience everywhere  she  went.  It  was  mortifying.  I  left  an  enormous  tip  as  an apology for our hogging the table and not even eating our food. 

And  damn  it,  I  glanced  over  at  Christian  again  because  he  looked  so much like Cain. I wanted to see Cain. 

But I saw both his mother and him watching me. 

Unlike Bella, who had retreated with dignity, I bolted, my hip knocking the chair as I turned hastily to get out. 

I found my sister waiting by the locked car. “I don’t want to talk about it,” she said. She was composed and cool. Her hair was smooth and she had put on fresh lipstick. 

“Okay,” I said. Because I didn’t want to talk about anything either. “But I have  to  warn  you  I  told  Mom  I  had  sex  with  Cain.  She  was  predictably upset.” 

Bella’s  jaw  dropped  as  I  unlocked  the  car.  Then  she  started  laughing. 

“You’re  crazy,  you  know  that?  One  of  these  days  you  are  going  to  admit that you say things just to piss her off.” 

“I do. I admit it.” I grinned at her. “I’m a full-fledged woman now. I have to be mature about things.” 

Bella laughed. “Ew. You’re so gross, Soph.” 

I was eager. Eager to see Cain. 

—

My hand was shaking from the effort to resist a drink. I had been craving alcohol  since  I’d  gotten  off  work  at  five,  but  I  was  determined  not  to  be loaded  when  Sophie  came  over.  I  was  cleaning  up  my  house,  running  the sweeper, and making sure the bathroom didn’t look like a bachelor hellhole, when  I  spotted  Sophie’s  beer  bottle  from  the  night  before.  Those  insect-looking  lashes  still  clung  to  the  bottle  and  it  made  me  smile.  Instead  of tossing  the  empty  beer  I  set  it  on  the  kitchen  counter  for  no  reason  other than that I wanted to look at it and be reminded of Sophie. 

I  also  settled  on  a  compromise,  reaching  in  the  fridge  for  a  beer  and twisting  the  top  off.  No  whiskey,  but  I  needed  something.  The  desire  to drink was a gnawing need that was increasing with every minute, making me irritable and fixated on nothing but that urge. I needed to just take the edge  off.  Just  a  little.  The  beer  tasted  like  water  in  the  desert  to  a  dying man. Cool and crisp. It slid down my throat so quickly, by the time I set the bottle down on the countertop, half the beer was gone. 

That  was  more  like  it.  The  demons  receded  just  a  little,  my  hands steadying  slightly.  A  little  unnerving  how  fast  my  body  responded  to  the balm, yet it made me feel so much lighter and easier that I didn’t give a shit. 

I could take on the world now. I lifted the bottle again and drained it. 

Sophie was driving herself over. I refused to think about my brother. Not a single damn thought of him was going to enter my head for the next few hours.  This  was  a  second  chance  I  wasn’t  expecting  and  I  was  going  to enjoy every fucking minute of time with her. 

She knocked on the door a minute later, which was different. Most girls texted  “I’m  here”  like  they  were  afraid  to  put  their  skin  on  wood  and announce  their  presence  so  resoundingly.  Not  Sophie.  She  knocked  like nobody’s damn business. Like she was certain of her reception. Which she should be. I wanted her the way I hadn’t anyone in a long-ass time. Maybe ever. Just hearing that knock had me hard. 

I pulled open the door. “Hey.” 

Sophie  was  standing  there,  dressed  completely  different  from  the  night before. Now she was wearing tight jeans and a T-shirt with a unicorn on it. 

Not a literal unicorn but a cartoon version of one. It was juvenile, yet oddly appropriate for her. It was the same shirt she had been wearing earlier when we  had  talked  on  FaceTime  but  unfortunately  now  she  had  put  a  bra  on. 

There had been something so damn hot about that silly shirt stretched over her full breasts. She had black Converse on her feet this time, instead of the hot  pink  of  the  night  before.  Her  face  was  mostly  makeup  free  and  she looked  younger  but  even  more  beautiful.  It  occurred  to  me  that  she  now looked as fresh and innocent as she had actually been the night before when I’d met her—before I had claimed some of that sweet innocence. 

“Hi,” she said, her hands slipping into her back pockets. She didn’t carry a purse and the gesture sent her breasts forward, making my mouth water. 

I hadn’t expected her to give in to my dirty little request to show me her tits when she was at the salon, but she had, and now this little tease made me want to ease her shirt up and ditch that unnecessary bra. Sophie didn’t smile at me. She just gave me one of those long, earnest stares, gazing up at me under her eyelashes with unblinking intensity. 

Then she almost imperceptibly slipped the tip of her tongue out and drew it across her bottom lip. 

Damn. She was on my doorstep and already killing me. “Get in here.” I reached out and tugged her arm free of her back pocket, lacing my fingers through hers. 

“Oh!”  she  said,  but  she  didn’t  resist  when  I  drew  her  forward  into  my arms. 

Sophie lifted her head, offering her mouth to me. Offering everything. It was all there in her guileless open eyes, open lips. 

Women offered themselves to me all the time. It was nothing special or important  or  even  flattering.  It  usually  said  more  about  them,  and  their needs, than about me. Maybe it did with Sophie as well. But I chose to find more meaning in it, because I fucking needed it to. I needed to know that if I was breaking all my damn rules—namely, repeating a hookup and staying off the drink—I was right to do so. Not that she wasn’t worthy, because she so obviously fucking was, but that I was worthy. 

I had intended to take her mouth hard, claim her, remind her who was the wolf. But when she tilted her head up to me like that, I found myself giving her a soft, teasing kiss. Not sweet, but not demanding either. A sensual kiss. 

The kind I never gave anymore. But Sophie coaxed one from me anyway. It was brief, but I couldn’t help but smirk at her as I pulled back, seeing how stunned  she  looked.  I  wanted  to  spend  all  night  shocking  her,  in  the  best way possible. 

I  drew  her  into  the  house.  “How  was  your  day?  A  bridal  salon  sounds like a special kind of hell to me, but I guess girls are into that sort of thing.” 

“Not this girl.” She made a face. “My sister is having some sort of dress crisis.  It  was  horrible.  She  looks  amazing  in  it,  but  she  was  upset  all afternoon.” 

“Yep. Hell.” I went into the kitchen and pulled the fridge open. Another beer wasn’t going to hurt. I drank ten times that much on a normal night. 

“Want a beer?” 

“Sure.” She came into the kitchen behind me. “Why do you still have my false eyelashes?” she asked, gesturing to the bottle I’d set there earlier. 

After pulling two beers out, I winked at her. “Trophy.” 

“Why, are you going to kill me? I thought your cousin seemed confident that you wouldn’t.” 

“What?  No,  of  course  I’m  not  going  to  kill  you.”  I  reached  out  and tapped my thumb on her nipple. “I’m going to fuck you.” 

She was so easy to arouse. Instantly, her cheeks went pink and her eyes grew slumberous. “I associate trophies with serial killers.” 

I drew my thumb across the peak of her T-shirt to the other nipple and rolled it over the bud visible beneath the cotton. “I didn’t mean that literally. 

I  just  didn’t  get  around  to  throwing  the  bottle  away.”  Not  quite  true,  but how could I explain to Sophie what I didn’t understand myself? 

“Oh, okay. I can be too literal sometimes. Ask Bella.” 

“I like that about you. I like that you’re no bullshit, Sophie Bigelow.” 

“I like that you don’t try to be this charming douchebag.” I twisted the top of the beer off and handed it to her. She took a small sip. “Like your brother.” 

My grip tightened on my own bottle. “I appreciate that. But I don’t want to talk about my brother.” I forced myself to lean back against the counter and relax. “Tell me about you. You’re in school, right?” This was a girl who would be in school for years still if I had to take a guess. 

She  nodded.  “I’m  working  on  my  master’s  degree  in  mathematics  with the end goal being a PhD.” 

No  shocker  there.  She  told  me  she  had  been  too  distracted  by  math  to have  sex.  Difficult  to  comprehend,  but  there  it  was.  “In  Boston?  That’s where you’re from, right?” 

“Yes.  I  grew  up  in  Boston.  I  did  undergrad  at  Stanford,  but  I  hated California. So I’m back on the East Coast at Harvard.” 

Cain  gave  a  low  whistle.  “Harvard.  Damn,  girl.  You  are  not  messing around.” 

She shrugged. “Not a lot of schools offer what I wanted.” She sipped her beer. It was a tiny, delicate little sip. But she still managed to get a droplet on her lip. 

I reached out and wiped it off, taking my finger to my mouth and sucking the small bead of liquid. “It’s good to know what you want.” 

“It is. What do you want?” 

“You.” I could ask her about her studies, about her apartment, potential roommates, her family, her sister’s wedding. But I didn’t want to talk. And I didn’t think she did either. 

“Can I give you a blow job?” she asked. 

It takes a lot to surprise me, but Sophie had a habit of always throwing me a curveball. “What?” 

“Last night you told me no. And I just really want to because I have been practicing.” 

She had my curiosity roused, I’d give her that. “And how exactly did you practice?” If she had gone around blowing random math nerds I was going to be pissed. I wanted to be her big bad wolf, the only one responsible for that  so-called  sexual  awakening  she  had  mentioned.  In  other  words,  I wanted her to discover the power of sucking off a guy, only with me. 

“I took a class at an erotic dance studio. It was called ‘Blow Him Away’

and  they  showed  the  students  various  techniques  and  we  practiced  with bananas.” 

For a second I had no words. All I had was a visual of Sophie sitting in a classroom, studious as hell, needing to be top of the class, deep-throating a Dole. My cock throbbed in my jeans at the thought. Holy fuck. “So this will be your first time on an actual cock?” 

If the answer was no I was still looking forward to having her down on her knees, but if the answer was yes? I couldn’t wait to see how well Sophie had learned her lessons. 

“Yes.” 

Couldn’t ask for any more than that. With any other girl I would assume that would make for a lackluster blow job, given the lack of experience, but with  Sophie,  it  was  totally  different.  She  would  be  eager  to  test  what  she knew, and what guy doesn’t want an eager woman sucking on his dick? 

“Then I’m ready whenever you are.” I watched her, taking another draw on my beer. 

She  took  a  deep  breath,  pulled  her  phone  out  of  her  back  pocket,  and slapped it on the counter. Then she put her beer down next to it. “I’m ready now.” 

Just what I wanted to hear. I drained the last of my beer and set it down. I yanked my T-shirt off over my head and dropped it on the counter. Then I said, “Come to the couch.” 

She actually didn’t wait for me. She just walked over to the couch and sat down.  I  wouldn’t  have  been  surprised  if  she’d  cracked  her  knuckles  in preparation. She looked like she was about to tackle a challenging equation, not my cock. Maybe I needed to loosen her up, just a little. I sat down next to her and reached out, stroking her hair back from her face. 

“I love your eyes,” I said. “I love that you don’t look away from me.” 

“I  love  your  eyes  too,”  she  whispered.  “I’ve  never  seen  blue  eyes  like yours.” 

Unfortunately,  I  had—my  brother’s.  So  instead  of  responding,  I  shifted closer to her and kissed her. The way I had intended to initially when she first stood in my doorway. I took her mouth, hard, and teased open her lips

so I could sweep my tongue in and taste her. I wanted my tongue to remind her of me, between her legs, eating her pussy. 

It  clearly  did  because  she  gasped,  her  hands  automatically  pressing against my chest. I liked the feel of those soft, tiny hands on me, her nails digging into my skin. “Cain,” she murmured. 

But I hushed her with my lips on hers again, lifting the hem of her T-shirt so I could caress that ribbon of flesh above her waistband. She had such soft skin, and curves that hadn’t seen much gym time. Most likely her time was spent  in  the  library  or  computer  lab  or  wherever  someone  might  do  math shit. She was pale for June, like she had skipped the early trips to the beach. 

I peeled her shirt off over her head. That unicorn was mildly distracting. I was  tempted  to  take  her  bra  off  but  I  doubted  she  was  going  to  feel comfortable going down on me naked. If I had to guess, she hadn’t actually practiced  that  way.  I  could  tell  by  the  way  she  looked  at  me  that  I  was correct.  She  looked  a  little  unnerved  but  then  resolutely  reached  for  the button on my jeans. 

“How should I do this?” she asked, biting her bottom lip. “Here on the couch or should I get on the floor or what?” There was mild panic in her eyes  now,  like  she  was  realizing  how  completely  different  it  was  to  have another human being in front of her. 

“What did you do with the banana?” 

“I was in a chair, at a desk. I don’t think that applies here.” 

She looked so mournful I had to laugh just a little. “Then here, let’s do this. Get on your knees on the carpet between my legs.” The angle would be easier  for  her.  And  hell,  what  guy  didn’t  want  a  woman  on  her  knees  in front of him? 

I  didn’t  want  my  pants  on  at  all,  so  as  she  shifted  back  I  stood  up  and dropped  them  along  with  my  boxer  briefs.  I  stepped  out  of  them  entirely and  tossed  them  on  the  coffee  table.  When  I  sat  back  down  Sophie’s  jaw was open, but not in the way I was hoping. 

She was mid-slide off the couch. 

“What?” I asked. 

But  she  shook  her  head  and  dropped  completely  to  the  floor,  wiggling between  the  coffee  table  and  my  leg  to  get  herself  into  position.  Sophie

faced my lap, blew her hair out of her eyes, and went down on me. 

It was the most awkward entrance to a blow job I’d ever experienced in my  life,  but  all  that  was  irrelevant  the  minute  her  warm  mouth  enclosed over my hard cock. 
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Chapter 7

So, a real cock in my mouth? Much different than fruit. First of all, Cain was warm and his cock tasted like skin. Like licking my arm. The texture was definitely an improvement over a banana peel, but conversely I wasn’t used to having so much of  him around me. His legs were on either side of my lower body, and his thighs brushed against my arms. I could see the flat plane of his rock-solid abs in front of me, and the trimmed, dark hair behind his shaft. 

Yep.  Totally  different,  with  so  many  senses  firing.  As  I  slid  my  tongue down the side of him, testing the flavor, I marveled that I could smell him too.  Just  an  essence  of  man.  Not  sweat.  Not  anything  offensive,  but something elemental that excited me a little, if I was honest. 

Then there was the sound of him. The low growl in the back of his throat, encouraging me, murmuring, “That’s it, Soph. You’ve got it.” 

And his hands. Buried in the back of my hair, not pushing me, but locked on me, not allowing a retreat if I had wanted to. Which I didn’t. 

Because it was very, very sexy to be sucking on Cain. Because it made me  feel  in  control  for  the  first  time  with  him.  Like  I  had  the  upper  hand, even  though  I  was  on  my  knees  on  the  carpet  in  front  of  him.  My  hair slipped forward and I shook it back, disengaging from him briefly. He gave a  groan  of  disappointment.  Since  I  had  been  prepping  him  the  way  I  had learned,  with  teasing  strokes  of  both  my  tongue  and  my  hand,  I  figured maybe I should ask him if he had particular preferences. 

I gazed up at him. His blue eyes were dark with desire, his jaw set. “I feel fairly confident I learned what I could in a classroom setting. But I’m sure you can instruct me more specifically as to what you like.” 

“What do I like? I like you, being confident. That’s hot as hell. But to be more specific, all I’m going to say is remember it’s a three-piece part. Don’t forget the balls.” 

Don’t forget the balls. I cataloged that information away. “Got it.” I ran my  fingertip  down  the  length  of  him  to  the  base  of  his  shaft  and  drew  it across the taut skin of his testicles. I’d never really studied a penis in the wild.  It  did  seem  kind  of  crazy  that  it  fit  inside  me.  But  it  had,  to  utter perfection.  Fascinated  by  the  way  his  skin  tightened  the  more  I  touched him, I cupped his balls in my palm and played with the shifting sensation. 

What an anatomical oddity. 

Then I remembered I was supposed to squeeze, applying pressure at the base  of  his  cock.  So  I  wrapped  my  fingers  around  him,  pumped  up  and down  a  few  times  to  test  it,  then  gave  a  soft  squeeze,  afraid  to  apply  too much pressure. 

He  seemed  to  approve  though.  He  tilted  my  head  so  I  could  see  him. 

“Don’t be afraid of it. Grip it harder.” 

“Really?  Are  you  sure?”  It  was  so  swollen  it  just  seemed  like  more pressure would hurt. 

“Positive. I’ll tell you if it’s too much but I like it hard.” 

“Okay.” I squeezed harder and at the same time dropped my mouth down over  him,  taking  him  into  my  mouth  until  I  reached  my  own  hand.  He jerked a little and gave another low moan. That seemed to be a success. 

So  I  repeated  it,  finding  a  rhythm  that  worked  for  me  and  was  clearly working for him. I ran through in my head the repertoire of tricks we had been told about in the class, and decided when his grip tightened in my hair that I needed to tease. I pulled back off him entirely and Cain swore. Then I went back down, my saliva having left a slick path for me. It was easy to take him deep, remembering to open my throat so as not to gag myself. 

“Fuck, Sophie.” 

I pulled off again. With my left hand I quickly reached around my back and undid my bra. He seemed to like that idea because he eased up on my hair to slip the straps over my shoulders himself. It was a fact most men are visually stimulated, and I had to imagine tits pressing against his legs would not be a bad thing. Briefly I sat up so I could ditch the bra and push my hair back  off  my  face.  Then  I  wiped  my  damp  lips  while  he  reached  out  and palmed my breast. 

He thought I was done and he was willing to let me retreat. But he was wrong. I was nowhere near done yet. I hadn’t made him crazy yet. I wanted to do to him what he had done to me when he was licking my pussy. Reach some intense connection with his body. 

So  I  put  my  hands  on  his  thighs  and  fitted  my  mouth  over  him  again, hands  free.  There  was  something  just  as  sexy  about  that.  Like  hey,  just sucking on a cock here. 

“Holy shit,” was his opinion. 

It was a hard angle to sustain so after a few strokes I gripped him again, using  my  other  hand  to  press  against  his  abs.  Those  firm,  workingman’s abs.  He  was  so  damn  hot.  So  much  naked  flesh  and  it  was  all  for  me  to explore. I was curious about every inch of him even though it was almost overwhelming to be surrounded by so much raw masculinity. 

I  ran  my  tongue  down  his  cock  and  back  up,  watching  him  carefully. 

“Am I doing this right?” I asked. 

“Top of the class, baby. Trust me. A-plus, one hundred fucking percent.” 

Even  if  he  was  just  being  nice,  it  just  validated  me,  made  me  smile.  I wanted to reward him for being so encouraging and patient with me. Cain didn’t  know  me  at  all,  and  yet  it  seemed  to  matter  to  him  that  I  enjoy myself. 

So I took him deep again and this time I maintained a fast, wet rhythm up and  down,  my  hand  following  my  lips.  I  was  dedicated,  determined.  My own  body  felt  heavy,  tense,  tingling.  It  was  crazy  but  I  was  wet  from pleasuring him. It was like an equation had balanced and that was always supremely satisfying. 

I  wanted  him  to  come  in  my  mouth.  Because  I  had  to  assume  men enjoyed it. That certainly featured heavily in porn and male talk in movies. 

But  also  because  women  seemed  to  have  wildly  varying  opinions  on  it, from enjoyment to sheer hatred and disgust, and I wanted to weigh in for myself. 

But  Cain  didn’t  let  me.  He  was  way  stronger  than  I  was  and  when  he pushed me off him, I half fell on my side against the couch, breathing hard, lips slick and wet. His hands gripped my shoulders, holding me away from him. “What’s wrong?” I asked. 

He just shook his head. “Not a fucking thing. Gold star, Sophie.” He put his  hands  under  my  armpits  and  hauled  me  up,  onto  the  couch.  “It’s  just your turn, that’s all.” 

“I  wanted  to  finish  you,”  I  protested.  It  felt  like  my  assignment  hadn’t been completed. 

Cain eyed me. He seemed to get my need. “You can in a minute. I just want to taste your pussy.” 

This  language  coming  from  any  other  guy  I  had  dated  would  have offended  me  or  made  me  uncomfortable,  but  with  Cain  it  was  hot.  Sexy. 

“Okay,” I said, even though he wasn’t exactly asking my permission. 

He  was  unbuttoning  my  jeans.  Then  he  tugged  them  down,  hard.  They got stuck on my hips. “Lift your ass,” he told me fiercely. 

I  obeyed  him.  A  shiver  ran  through  me  as  the  air  hit  my  bare  skin.  He took  down  my  panties  with  my  jeans  in  a  swift,  feral  gesture.  I  stared  at him, excited by his expression. Like he wanted to fuck me so hard but he was resisting the urge. For me. His cock was hard, tapping my thigh as he divested me of my clothes. Cain actually threw my pants, turned inside out, over his shoulder. His silver necklace hit my skin first when he bent over. It was cool and teased against my soft curls before sliding down as he moved into position between my legs. 

Letting my head drop back I waited in anticipation for Cain to touch me. 

I  thought  he  would  go  right  for  his  tongue  on  me,  but  he  startled  me  by massaging  my  labia  with  both  thumbs,  running  up  and  down.  Then  he teased me apart and I felt a puff of warm air as he blew on me. I jerked a little, giving a nervous squawk. “What are you doing?” 

“I’m just playing, Soph. I want to see what you like, see what I can do to you.” 

I  did  too.  I  just  wasn’t  sure  I  could  handle  it.  Just  what  he  was  doing, stroking  me,  was  driving  me  crazy.  I  didn’t  have  a  response  to  his statement.  I  just  knew  that  for  whatever  reason,  Cain  knew  how  to  touch me.  He  teased  and  stroked,  dipping  a  finger  inside  me  until  I  wanted  to scream. It wasn’t relaxing. It was frustrating, but in an oddly delicious sort of way. 

By  the  time  he  flicked  his  tongue  over  my  clit,  I  was  moaning  without shame and running my fingers through his hair. Such a bizarre thing, what we  were  doing.  Two  total  strangers,  rubbing  bodies  together.  It  was  an invasion of the most intimate nature and yet it felt so natural. So right. He ran  his  tongue  up  and  down,  and  I  felt  the  tension  in  me  building.  How could something feel so amazing? It was so strange to me to be completely devoid of all my usual thoughts, fixations, questions. My mind was a hazy, warm appreciation of his attention, but nothing more. 

He took me close to the edge but right when I could have been a stroke or two from orgasm he lifted his head. 

“Don’t  stop.”  I  tried  to  push  his  head  back  down  but  he  just  shook  his head and grinned. 

“Now it’s my turn again.” 

That  confused  me.  “What’s  the  point  in  that?”  Why  couldn’t  we  just finish each other the way we had started? 

Cain gave a soft laugh as he shifted up the length of my body. “Where’s the fun in that? This is called foreplay. The goal is not to be done as fast as possible. It’s to get each other so hot we can’t stop it anymore.” 

“I’m  very  goal-oriented,”  I  said.  Because  I  wanted  him  to  understand. 

But I also wanted to understand. “I don’t know what I’m doing.” My body felt heavy and overstimulated. His weight on me was foreign and invasive, yet welcome. I felt very feminine and maybe even a little sexy. Which was new to me. I never felt seductive. 

“Yes, you do. Look at how good you were at sucking my cock.” 

Speaking of, it was suddenly right in my face. 

“Suck it again, Sophie.” 

“At this angle?” I was still on my back. But I was intrigued. If this was what he wanted, I was willing to try it. “I didn’t do this with the bananas.” 

He paused and gave a low moan. “Shit, don’t give me a visual like that. 

You naked, on a couch, taking a banana in your mouth, your finger in your hot, wet pussy.” 

Then  his  cock  was  pressing  into  my  mouth  and  I  took  it.  Just  as  well because I had no response to his fantasy of me. 

There was no way to use my hands in this position so I just opened my jaw and let him stroke in and out of me. This was…interesting. I shouldn’t like it at all but there was something just so raw and dirty about it that it drew an ache from my core. I gripped his thighs, needing something to hold on to. Everything felt hot and urgent, my space not my own. For a girl who spent  the  majority  of  her  time  with  math  scholars  who  were  mostly introverts, this was a lot of man. 

He pulled back without warning, leaving me gasping for a deep breath, my  bottom  lip  moist  with  saliva.  He  retreated  back  down  between  my thighs and I gasped when he flicked hard over me, his touch hard, his pace faster. I came almost instantly. I had no control over it. It just swept over me before I could react. I couldn’t cry out or moan. I had no air, no voice. Just flying. My body splintering into a million pieces, my mind frozen under an avalanche of ecstasy. 

Cain followed through until I stopped shuddering, then raised his head to watch me, his eyes dark and satisfied. “Breathe, Sophie,” he commanded. 

He  was  right.  Breathe.  I  needed  to.  I  let  out  a  huge  rush  of  air,  feeling dizzy. Cain stood up and reached out a hand to me. “Sit up.” 

I did, but mostly because he pulled me. My hands were trembling and I wiped my bottom lip as the room seemed to tilt a little. 

“Finish me,” he said, voice low and urgent. “Like you wanted to.” 

I  nodded.  I  did  want  to.  Now  I  felt  almost  crazed,  totally  not  myself.  I didn’t feel awkward, just aggressive. Like the wolf had given some of his wildness to Red Riding Hood. So I reached for him, lessons in the back of my  mind.  But  mostly  I  went  on  instinct,  listening  to  his  breathing, registering the feel of his hands squeezing harder when I did something he liked. 

The  change  was  subtle,  but  I  sensed  it.  His  balls  got  tighter,  his  cock harder.  Then  he  swore  and  there  was  a  rush  of  warmth  saltiness  in  my mouth. It was so shocking I just stayed the way I was, and a split second later he was gone, leaving me sitting there watching his retreat, unsure of what I was supposed to do. 

I  must  have  looked  panicked  because  he  held  his  hand  out  under  my mouth and said, “It’s okay, baby, just let it go.” 

Relieved that I didn’t have to swallow it, I did, feeling a little guilty. It was sticky and I wiped my lip as he pulled his hand away with his business contained. It didn’t look as much in volume as it had felt in my mouth and I said, “I’m sorry.” 

“What?  No.  Don’t  be  sorry.”  With  his  other  hand  he  tucked  my  hair behind my ear. “That was amazing. I didn’t expect you to swallow. One step at a time. Do that when you’re ready.” 

I nodded. I could admit it. I wasn’t there yet. 

He went in to the kitchen and quickly washed his hand and grabbed our beers. “Here, have a drink.” 

I envisioned that glob swirling down into his sink and hoped he wasn’t planning to wash vegetables there tomorrow. When he handed me a beer I took a big swallow, the cool liquid a welcome relief as it washed away the taste of him. 

Cain  drank  half  his  beer  in  one  sip.  “That  was  fucking  amazing.  I  just have to repeat saying that.” He raised his beer and said, “To you and your education.” 

That made me laugh, and I sat there, a sense of giddiness washing over me. “You’re more fun than a banana.” 

He laughed too. “God, I hope so.” 

We  looked  at  each  other,  both  laughing.  Our  eyes  locked  and  I  felt  a connection to him I hadn’t expected to. We had shared this. 

Cain dropped down onto the couch next to me. “Just so you know, you’re not going to roll on out of here on me like last night. You’re going to cuddle and  then  when  I’ve  had  a  minute  to  recover,  I’m  going  to  fuck  you.  So prepare yourself.” 

I blinked. I hadn’t thought about leaving immediately but I was glad he didn’t want me to. “How do I prepare myself for that?” 

With a snort, he said, “I guess you go get in my bed. After I finish my beer.” 

He did with one swallow. “Actually, maybe one more. You want another beer?” 

“No. I have to drive home. After you fuck me.” 

He gave me a sidelong glance. “Are you being a smart-ass?” 

I was. “No, of course not. I’m literal, remember?” But my smile gave me away. 

“Sassy. That’s new. I like it.” 

It  seemed  like  I  should  be  self-conscious  about  sitting  there  naked,  but that  wasn’t  bothering  me.  Maybe  sex  stalled  my  OCD.  That  would  be  a bonus. 

Looking  around  the  living  room,  I  asked,  “How  long  have  you  lived here?” 

He  shrugged.  “Like  two  years.  What,  you  don’t  approve  of  my decorating?” 

“No,  I  have  no  opinion  on  that  score.  I  don’t  know  anything  about decorating. That’s my sister’s area of expertise.” 

“You  and  your  sister  are  about  as  different  as  siblings  can  get,  aren’t you?” 

I nodded. “Yes. But she’s a genuinely kind person. More so than me.” 

“You’re a mean girl? I doubt that.” 

“Not a mean girl. But nurturing isn’t my specialty.” 

“You felt pretty nurturing to me.” Cain winked at me. “And she may be kind but your sister is also bossy and vain. So don’t put her on some level above you.” 

I  wanted  to  defend  Bella  but  his  point  was  fair.  “What  about  your brother?” 

“Which one?” 

“There’s more than one brother?” 

“I have three brothers, one sister.” 

“That’s a lot of brothers. But I meant your twin.” 

“What about him?” 

It was a touchy subject. His jaw had tensed but his words were light. I decided I would be stupid to kill the mood between us. “I don’t like him,” I said, which was the truth. 

“Good. You shouldn’t.” He tapped my knee. “Do you like me?” 

“Yes.” Maybe more than I should. “Do you like me?” It wasn’t a needy question. I knew he couldn’t necessarily have any opinion of me as a person because we didn’t really know each other. I just meant was he enjoying our flirtation, our time together. 

But  he  gave  me  a  look  I  didn’t  understand.  At  once  both  intense  and searching. Though he just said, “Sure,” and shrugged. Like it didn’t matter to him. 

I  wasn’t  offended.  I  was  a  little  disappointed  because  I  wanted  him  to remember  me,  later  on.  When  I  was  gone  and  he  was  living  his  life.  I wanted to be a girl in his sea of one-night stands that he actually could point to and say he had fun and remembered details. And here he had called my sister vain. I was guilty of the same flaw. 

So I didn’t bother to pursue it or dig deeper. That’s not why I was there. I took a sip of my beer. 

“Let’s go in my bedroom and I’ll show you how much I like you.” Cain took my chin and tilted my head so I was facing him again. “Because I do really, really like you, Sophie. So much so it’s a little fucking unnerving.” 

His words warmed me from the inside out. It didn’t feel like a line. Even if it was, I was willing to believe it anyway because it felt good. For once to have  a  hot  guy  saying  he  was  into  me.  “You  don’t  seem  like  the  type  to scare easily,” I whispered. 

The corner of his mouth turned up. “Anger is more my thing than fear.” 

“Do I make you angry?” 

“Not at all.” He stood up and I saw that he was hard again. 

That seemed amazing in its own right. I gestured to his erection. “Did I make you do that?” 

“Yep.” 

“How did I do that? So I can do it again if necessary.” 

“Just be you. It’s been turning me on since the minute you first opened your mouth.” 

If there was one thing I knew how to do it was to be me. 

“I’m going to go get in your bed now,” I told him. 

—

Sophie, with her little fierce expression, did things to me. I was hard again faster than I would have thought possible and when she stood up quickly, knocking into me, I wanted to slam her into the nearest wall and drive my cock up into her. 

That had been a hot blow job. Because she was serious, so dedicated, so determined to learn. For a split second I wondered what Sophie would be like  after  months  of  sexual  exploration.  My  dick  almost  exploded  at  the thought. I dismissed it immediately because it was going to destroy me but also because that wouldn’t be my right. The task of furthering her education would belong to some other guy. A Harvard guy. Whose brains were bigger than his dick. 

It made me angry. It reminded me of why I wasn’t worthy of her and why I wasn’t worthy to be Camp’s father. Because I simmered with rage, and I wanted whiskey in the worst way to make that ache go away. 

Sex would distract me though. It always did. At least for a few minutes. 

This time though I followed Sophie down my hallway and watched the curve of her heart-shaped ass sway as she entered my bedroom. At least I had changed the sheets. Because I was fucking classy. The thought amused me. It cooled my anger. 

I climbed on the bed beside Sophie and I said, “Ride me.” It would force me to stay in control. I wouldn’t be able to pound into her, taking her body hard, like I could thrust away all the shit in my life. I didn’t want to do that to Sophie. I didn’t want to use her any more than the normal way of using someone for sex. 

“Okay.” She tentatively moved over me. “How do I get it in?” 

“Lift your hips and I’ll do it.” I liked this view. But she was too much in shadow. The night before I’d allowed her moonlight. Now I wanted to see everything. I reached over and flicked on the bedside lamp. 

She squinted. “That’s bright.” 

“You’ll  get  used  to  it.”  I  wanted  to  see  every  inch  of  her  body.  And almost  more  important,  I  wanted  to  see  the  expressions  that  crossed  her

face. Witness the passion I could stoke in her. I lightly tapped her ass. “Quit complaining.” 

Sophie frowned as she lifted herself up. “I wasn’t—

But then I thrust into her and she cut off midsentence. 

“Oh!” 

When it seemed like she wasn’t going to relax and ease down onto my cock I took her hips and did it for her. Her eyes widened. This time when she said, “Oh,” it was more of a moan. 

“That’s it.” I thrust up into her. Damn, that hot, wet, tight pussy. I could get  addicted  to  it.  “Now,  you  move.  Just  test  it  out,  see  what  works  for you.” 

Sophie took a deep breath and splayed her hands out on my chest. “I like your tattoos,” she said, moving her thumbs up and down in an odd gesture of intimacy. 

“Thanks,” I said gruffly. Some of them I was proud of, some were stupid, gotten  while  drunk  or  pissed  off  or  determined  to  prove  something.  Last time I had bothered to count, I had seven. “Now, show me what you got, Sophie.” 

I saw her visibly and intentionally relax her shoulders, rolling them back. 

She did the same to her hips, giving in to gravity and letting her body sink more fully onto mine. Then Sophie reached up and pulled a hair from her lip, before raking her hair back at her temples. It gave me the world’s best view of her tits and I reached up and cupped them, teasing at her nipples. 

She seemed startled by that but after a second she started to move. The first few motions were awkward, but then she got into it. She found her spot and she settled into a steady stroke. I forced myself to just watch and let her discover her body, her pleasure. It was hot as hell to see the understanding slowly dawning and she rode her way to an orgasm. 

At one point she leaned forward and rested her hands on the bed on either side  of  me;  most  likely  her  leg  muscles  were  tired.  Sophie  didn’t  look athletic. Her nipples brushed against my chest. Her hair fell forward, a dark curtain around my face. She was making sweet sounds of ecstasy and I felt like if I could close my eyes, I could breathe them in. That I could absorb her innocence into my pickled and tainted self. But just before I let my eyes

drift shut so I could enjoy the feel of her wet pussy gripping me, I realized there  were  tears  in  her  eyes.  Not  trailing  down  her  cheeks.  Just  moisture welling. 

It  startled  me  but  I  didn’t  want  to  call  her  out  or  embarrass  her.  I  just reached up and cupped her cheek and stroked the softness of her skin. I was out  of  my  element  here.  I  didn’t  think  she  was  physically  hurting. 

Especially because she actually picked up the pace, seeming a little frantic to find the ultimate pleasure. I wondered if she was crying from frustration, chasing an orgasm. So I reached down and found her swollen clit. I circled the pad of my finger over it and she let out a cry, her orgasm sweeping over her. 

I’ve seen a lot of women break. More than I could count, not that I ever had. But I had never seen a woman’s eyes light up with the first dawn of understanding of what passion was, and what it could be. Watching Sophie was a new experience. One that both made me feel tender toward her and scared the fucking shit out of me. I didn’t want her to have feelings for me. 

She couldn’t fall for me. That was a bad idea. The stupidest move a genius girl could make. 

When  she  slowed  her  motions,  her  hands  were  trembling.  Her  lip  was trembling. Her breathing was huge and cresting. Something that resembled a  sob  ripped  from  her,  and  a  tear  squeezed  out  and  slid  down  her  cheek. 

“I’m  fine,  I’m  fine,”  she  said,  swiping  at  her  eye.  “I’m  not  upset.  It  just feels so damn good. I can’t explain it.” She raised a shaky leg and collapsed onto the bed beside me. “I didn’t know that it would be like this.” 

“Like what?” I asked, voice gravelly. Rough. She had touched something in me. Something I had thought was frozen solid. Sophie Bigelow and her big, brown eyes had started a thaw at the edges of my icy soul. 

Sophie shook her head. “I can’t stay up like that any longer.” She reached over and stroked me, watching me. “You’ll have to take over.” 

Part of me wanted to get an answer out of her. Figure out why there were still tears in her eyes. The larger part of me wanted to avoid her answers as firmly as I avoided sobriety. If she didn’t want to tell me, it was none of my fucking business. 

So  I  rolled  her  fully  onto  her  back  and  I  thrust  inside  her  warm  and welcoming  body.  The  soft  moan  she  gave  was  everything.  Music  to  my ears.  Her  eyes  drifted  shut.  I  couldn’t  look  away.  Watching  her  had  me transfixed. Damn, she was beautiful. So sweet, so trusting. So fucking sexy. 

I buried my hand in her hair so I could wrap it around my fingers and tug just a little. Force her eyes open. I wanted her to see me when she came. I wanted her to know that it was me making her feel this way. 

“What?” she asked, even as she rolled her hips, met me thrust for thrust. 

I shook my head. “Nothing. Just look at me when you come.” 

“How do you know I’m going to come?” 

“I can feel it.” I could. I could also see it in the blush that spread across her  chest  above  her  breasts.  In  the  way  her  breathing  froze  momentarily. 

And the way her pussy clenched onto me. It was there in her eyes too, as they widened right before she came. 

She was doing all of that now. 

“You’re going to come, Sophie, aren’t you?” 

She nodded, soundless. Then she broke with a little cry of pleasure. 

When  she  would  have  allowed  her  eyes  to  drift  shut  I  gruffly commanded, “Look at me. Let me see you.” 

I wanted her to experience all of this. Every minute. And hell, if I was honest,  I  wanted  to  take  that  view  for  myself.  Hold  on  to  it.  See  that gorgeous  fucking  face  when  she  realized  that  my  cock  had  rocked  her  to hot, wet pleasure. 

She was gasping for air as she came down, but I took her hard, careening toward the edge myself. It had been a long time since I had fucked someone when I was sober. It was amazing how much more I felt. It was like every nerve ending in my body was on fire. Alcohol dulled my sensations, made me  numb.  A  frozen  cock  pumping  into  a  hot  body.  But  this?  Fucking amazing.  I  felt  alive.  I  felt  everything.  The  hot,  sweet  heat  of  her  tight pussy. The silk of her skin. The brush of her fingertips against my chest. 

It  was  in  that  place  of  explosive  sensation  that  I  came  too,  allowing myself a curse and her name to leave my lips. 

Then  I  was  collapsing  on  her,  crushing  her,  but  not  caring.  I  rested  my forehead on hers. “Damn.” 

She gave a soft laugh. “Yeah.” 

I fell to the side and stroked her arm. I had to know. “So why were you crying? Are you sure I wasn’t hurting you?” 

Sophie shook her head, swallowing hard. “No, you weren’t. It’s just…I don’t  know  if  I  can  explain  it.  I  live  my  life  in  here.”  She  tapped  her forehead. “In tune with my brain, my thoughts. I don’t really have that kind of connection with my body.” 

Lazily,  I  stroked  over  her  slick  pussy,  drawing  moisture  out  onto  her thigh.  “You  feel  pretty  connected  to  me.  But  I  get  what  you’re  saying.”  I did. Her education had been narrow. 

Her  leg  slipped  over  mine.  “I  am  finally  starting  to  grasp  how  much pleasure  we  are  capable  of.”  But  then  she  shook  her  head.  “That  sounds awkward,  but  it’s  true.  I’ve  given  myself  pleasure  and  I  understood  all  of this in theory, but actually experiencing it is totally different.” 

“I understand.” I did. Sometimes I felt too alive. It was why I drank. To dull the reality. If she spent the majority of her time in academics, sex was setting off pheromones she wasn’t used to. “You of all people should know that sex releases happy hormones and shit.” 

“Me of all people?” She gave me a smile, pushing her hair back. “What does that mean?” 

“Girl genius. Surely you picked up on random sex facts over the years, Miss Blow Him Away.” That still killed me, that she had taken a blow job class. Who does that? Sophie. 

Sophie’s  nose  wrinkled.  “Yeah.  So  this  is  the  effect  of  oxytocin?  I  did read that its release decreases your urge for carbs and increases your urge to procreate.” 

That  made  no  sense  to  me  because  I  was  pretty  sure  I  could  smash  a pizza right then. I gave her a sidelong look. “I feel no urge whatsoever to procreate.” 

Sophie laughed. “No, I meant in women.” 

This was a conversation guaranteed to kill my hard-on. “Do you feel the urge to procreate? Because that’s a no from me.” 

“Oh,  stop!”  She  smacked  me  in  the  chest.  “I  do  not  want  to  procreate. 

I’m not sure if I even want to have children, but if I do I’ll be at least thirty. 

At least.” 

“You’re the one who brought up the urge to procreate.” 

“Fair enough.” She smiled at me, her cheeks still flushed by those same hormones. “Do you want kids?” 

That made every muscle in my body tense. I did not want to be a dick to Sophie. I didn’t. I forced myself to relax, and let my fists release. “I would have to say no. Considering I might have one and I’ll never know or not.” 

I don’t know why I decided to tell Sophie. Maybe because she was being honest  and  straightforward  with  me.  Maybe  because  she  had  decided  to trust me. Maybe because I was sober. Maybe it didn’t even matter. 

Her brow furrowed. “What do you mean?” 

“I mean that if you want to know why I hate my brother, the answer is simple.  He  fucked  my  girlfriend.  And  then  nine  months  later  Camp  came along.” 

It wasn’t very often that I could even force the little boy’s name off my lips.  I  didn’t  like  the  name.  It  was  yet  another  of  Ali’s  indulgent  moves. 

Camp was a noun, not a name. But whatever. The major reason I couldn’t speak his name out loud was because it hurt so damn bad. 

I had thought he was mine. Had anticipated his birth. Been excited. 

Then  it  had  all  come  crashing  down  around  me  in  the  most  glorious explosion of family drama. Jerry Springer shit. 

And Ali had rolled and I had walked into the arms of my favorite lover. 

Booze. 
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Chapter 8

My neurons were firing slowly from the sex. The amazing sex. But I stared at Cain for a good ten seconds before the implication of what he was saying sank in. “Wait. That means there is no way to know who is the biological father.” 

“Ding, ding, ding.” Cain gave me a smirk. “Glad I didn’t have to spell it out for you. You’d be amazed at how many people have no idea twins have identical DNA.” 

I was stunned. “Cain. That’s horrible.” I started to apologize but stopped myself. He didn’t want that. It was obvious. Written all over his face. 

“Yep. It’s the town gossip. Good times.” 

I  thought  about  the  pain  that  betrayal  must  have  caused  him,  and  his barstool bravado made a lot more sense. “I fully appreciate now why you hate your brother. I hate him, too, on your behalf.” I didn’t understand that. 

How  could  someone  do  that  to  his  own  brother?  “That’s  just  bullshit.  I seriously doubt that if he wanted to fuck someone, he couldn’t have found a hookup. Tourist or local. It’s just not that hard.” 

That was what always bewildered me when people behaved in ways so clearly designed to hurt others. It wasn’t just selfishness. There had to be a certain malicious quality to it as well. 

My words made Cain laugh. “Right? Well said, Sophie. But I doubt shit like this is ever really about sex. It’s about power or revenge or whatever fucked-up reason people have for being horrible human beings.” 

I laced my fingers through his, wanting to comfort him, but knowing that wasn’t my place. I wasn’t his girlfriend, or even his friend. “And it’s a child who  gets  caught  in  the  crossfire.”  I  wanted  to  ask  why  Christian  got  to claim  the  right  to  be  his  father  but  I  was  hesitant.  I  didn’t  want  to  find myself thrown out of Cain’s house. I was enjoying lying naked with him, our bodies still warm and sticky with our mutual pleasure. 

My  tears  had  been  somewhat  embarrassing  but  I  had  been  honest  with him. The intensity of the physical pleasure had just overwhelmed me. 

Cain ran his fingers idly through my hair and caught my gaze. “You’re kind of fucking perfect, do you know that?” 

That  made  me  give  an  involuntarily  scoff.  “Whatever.”  Intelligent,  yes. 

Perfect? Far from it. 

He gave my ass a light smack. “Don’t ‘whatever’ me.” 

“Why not?” I asked, genuinely curious. 

“Because I don’t want you to be that girl who can’t take a compliment. 

That’s not you.” 

“That wasn’t a compliment. That was an outrageous blanket statement.” 

He laughed. “Smart-ass. Fine. But here’s the thing—I don’t talk about my brother,  okay?  And  I  don’t  know  why  I  did  just  now.  But  I  do  know  that you didn’t make me regret it.” 

“Good,” I said sincerely. “Sometimes it’s easier to talk about things with a total stranger.” 

The look Cain gave me made my toes curl. “I don’t think I can say you’re a total stranger.” His hand was resting on my hip. 

My  leg  was  still  lazily  thrown  over  his.  “I  guess  not,”  I  said,  feeling warm and sore in very intimate places. “But you know what I mean.” 

“Yeah. I do.” He started stroking between my thighs. 

I was amazed that I could still get aroused. Maybe I had years to make up for. But I did reach down and stop him. “I think my clit has had enough for one night.” It felt a little overstimulated. 

His  eyebrows  rose  but  he  dropped  his  hand  back  onto  my  thigh. 

“Disappointing,  but  I  respect  that.”  Then  he  surprised  me  by  kissing  me hard. 

I  was  toying  with  the  idea  of  letting  him  continue  anyway,  despite  my swollen  and  sore  body,  but  he  pulled  away  and  gave  a  very  predictable, 

“I’m thirsty. You want some water or anything?” 

“Sure.” 

I started to sit up but Cain said, “Stay there. I’ll get it.” 

Feeling  physically  drained,  in  the  best  way  possible,  I  was  perfectly willing  to  do  just  that.  “Okay,  thanks.”  I  idly  watched  him  leave, appreciating again how fantastic he looked without clothes. 

I  figured  I  had  to  absorb  the  view  and  lock  it  into  my  memory  banks because  when  was  I  ever  going  to  get  to  see  a  guy  this  muscular  naked again?  Sure,  there  were  doctors  and  physicists  and  chemists  who  worked out, but in my experience they were the exception more than the norm. And the  ones  that  were?  They  had  hot  girlfriends,  those  women  somehow blessed with both intelligence and beauty. I’d studied those girls. Wondered at their ability to flirt and laugh and do makeup and be a rational girlfriend all while doing advanced genomics. 

Maybe  not  every  woman  wanted  to  be  like  those  chicks,  but  I  did.  I wanted  it  all.  Not  the  fashion  sense  or  the  long  legs.  But  to  be  socially savvy. To have a hot man slipping me the D a few times a week. My nipples tightened. Or every night. That would be even better. 

It  occurred  to  me  this  might  be  it.  My  last  orgasm  at  the  hands  of someone else for a while. Why had I turned Cain down? That was stupid. 

After tonight I was going to be drowning in wedding events, then back to school. Back to celibacy. 

Maybe that was why I was idly brushing the back of my hand over my nipple when Cain walked back into the room. He growled. 

“Sophie. That is not fucking fair.” He had two bottles of water. 

I  was  surprised.  I  had  thought  he  meant  he  was  getting  himself  a  beer. 

Maybe  he  liked  being  sober  with  me.  Not  that  it  mattered.  I  wasn’t  a solution to Cain’s problems, any more than he was to mine. Though mine suddenly seemed insignificant next to his. I knew how to navigate my life with my quirks and tics. I hadn’t had someone betray me the way he had. 

His own brother. 

Geez, that was crap. 

“I realized something,” I told him, trailing my fingers down my stomach and  over  the  small  patch  of  curls  I  had  tamed  but  hadn’t  bothered  to eradicate. I wasn’t sure why I was shifting my hand up and down other than my skin felt so alive and it just felt good. It was instinctive, not a calculated maneuver. 

He handed me the bottle of water, the cap twisted loose for me. “What’s that, you little tease?” 

I took a sip and set the water on the nightstand. “After tonight I’m going to be sexless again, at least for a while, so I was stupid to turn your earlier offer down.” 

“Why sexless after tonight? You leaving town tomorrow? I thought your sister  was  getting  married  here.”  Leaning  over  the  bed,  his  hand  covered mine and he traced the path with me, his blue eyes narrowed with desire. 

“She  is.”  His  touch  was  very  distracting.  Intimate.  Sensual.  He  was steering  my  caresses  now,  taking  over,  and  guiding  me  into  the  depths  of my inner thighs. “But Saturday my mom and dad arrive and then I won’t have any free time.” 

My breath hitched when he used his index finger to push mine inside of me. Right into that moist heat. 

“That means I have you tomorrow still though. And maybe even Friday.” 

He stroked our fingers together with a slow, steady rhythm. 

I wanted to sit up, feeling exposed, overwhelmed. But I didn’t. Because it also felt damn good. Freeing. Intoxicating. “Is that an invitation?” I asked. 

It probably sounded flirty, but I really was asking a genuine question. 

“Yes. Only I want to fuck you tomorrow in your pretty princess room in your big house.” 

“I don’t have a princess room. I have a very generic guest bedroom.” I was breathy and distracted because the obvious reality was that with both of our fingers stroking inside me, it was double capacity. Which felt fantastic. 

“I’m twenty-four years old, not twelve.” 

“I’m very aware of how old you are.” 

I  tried  not  to  squirm  under  both  his  stare  and  his  touch.  “How  old  are you?” I realized I had never actually asked him that. He seemed older than I was. But younger than thirty. 

“Twenty-six.” 

My  guess  had  been  accurate,  then.  “How  long  have  you  been  a  lobster fisherman?” 

He  removed  his  finger  and  mine  and  teased  them  both  over  my  clit. 

“You’ve picked the worst fucking time to ask polite ‘getting to know you’

questions, Sophie Bigelow. You can’t possibly give a shit right now about my career path. I know right now I don’t care about yours.” 

I wasn’t sure that at precisely that moment I needed extensive details on his  career.  That  was  true.  But  I  was  genuinely  curious.  I  had  to  concede though because when he raised his hand with mine to his lips and sucked on our dual fingers I was shocked into complete silence. 

He was  tasting me. 

Clearly,  he  had  already,  on  several  occasions,  but…this  was  different. 

This was so intentional. So dirty. “Why are you doing that?” I asked. 

He  sucked  a  little  harder,  then  spoke  around  our  fingers.  “Because  you taste good.” 

That  wasn’t  exactly  a  satisfactory  answer,  in  my  opinion.  I  didn’t  quite see the logic in it. But maybe there was no logic in sex because even though it was based on chemistry and pheromones and the science of attraction, it was  a  touch  and  tease  that  had  no  base  in  the  urge  to  procreate.  It  was…

emotion. Right along with the physical. 

It  was  a  startling  feeling  to  think  I  felt  this  connection  with  Cain,  the lobster fisherman. The stranger. The hookup. How could I be comfortable doing this, right here, right now? But I was. He was teaching me. And I was learning. 

So when he brought our fingers back to tease at me again, I shuttered my thoughts  and  just  enjoyed  the  sensation  of  complete  and  utter  sensual abandonment. 

As he flicked his finger and mine up and down, up and down, it reminded me of my need to flip light switches. Will it work? Yes. Are you sure? Yes. 

Until I came, bursting forth like an electrical surge. 

“See?” Cain said, moving in on top of me. “Perfect.” 

He thrust inside. 

Yes. Yes, it was. 

—

Staying sober the night before with Sophie had been fucking amazing. But by the time I waved to my captain and got off the boat in dock the next day, I was craving booze like nobody’s business. Like an addict. I had the tremor in my hand and while I was pulling up traps with the hydraulic lift I was grateful I wasn’t emptying them. It would have been hell to get the damn bands on them. It was a longer day than I expected but the traps were hot so we stayed out hauling them all in. 

Now I was off the boat and headed straight to the bar. Do not pass go. Go directly to jail. The one I had created for myself. 

My stool at the Thirsty Moose. 

I sank onto it with a sigh and raised my hand to Darryl. He must have just come on duty. It was only five o’clock and it wasn’t busy. Too early for the tourist dinner crowd, too early for drinking. 

Unless you were me. 

“Rough day?” my cousin asked, pushing a glass over to me. 

I  sighed,  already  feeling  better  just  seeing  that  amber  liquid.  “No,  not really. Just a long one. And I haven’t been getting much sleep.” 

His eyebrows rose. “You weren’t in here last night. So it’s not late nights at the bar robbing your sleep. Is it a certain tourist girl?” 

For a second I considered denying it. I didn’t want to share Sophie. She was  mine.  All  mine.  A  sexy  little  seductive  escape  from  the  fucked-up catastrophe  of  my  life.  But  my  cousin  had  seen  me  with  Sophie.  So  had Brian.  There  was  no  point  in  denying  it.  But  I  didn’t  want  to  share  any details. So I just nodded. 

“You being nice to her?” 

I threw back my whiskey. I was already on edge and his question pissed me off. “No. I’m treating her like shit because she’s one of those girls who likes an asshole.” I was a lot of things. Unreliable. Emotionally detached. 

Quick to anger. But I was honest with women, and I wasn’t charming, and I didn’t make any promises I couldn’t keep. I had been decent with Sophie. I was pretty damn sure of that. 

“You’re a mess,” was Darryl’s opinion. 

“Whatever. I make more money than you.” It was a childish thing to say, but probably the truth. 

He scoffed. “Dick.” Then he moved down the bar. 

I got to thinking about why I was a dick. And I got to thinking about how I had told Sophie about Camp. Shared some of my feelings. She had given me the best possible response. She had been outraged on my behalf but she hadn’t appeared to feel sorry for me. Nothing worse than pity. But she also hadn’t  insisted  on  asking  stupid  questions  like  “how  did  that  make  you feel?” like one girl had. Like what the fuck? How did it make me feel? Like shit.  Like  fucking  rotten-ass  shit  baking  in  the  sun  in  August.  Festering, nasty, gruesome, oozing shit. 

When I gave her that answer she had gotten scared and had left my bed and my house and I had never heard from her again. What was her name? 

Nicki?  Sammy?  I  shoved  my  empty  glass  to  the  end  of  the  bar.  It  didn’t matter. She was one of them. The many girls I had taken home who had all been the same. Bouncy and smiling and confident and a little bit naïve. 

So there was them. 

And then there was Sophie. 

She had her own category. 

Just  her.  She  was  the  only  one  who  hadn’t  made  me  angry  or uncomfortable and filled with regret or impatient to be alone again. Some girls got on my nerves so damn bad it took everything I had not to toss them out  of  my  house  so  I  could  sit  in  the  dark  in  silence.  Sophie  was  the opposite.  I  didn’t  want  her  to  leave.  I’d  let  her  go  reluctantly  the  night before, after fucking her yet again, and had done the very boyfriend thing of insisting she text me when she got home. 

Today I had spent the majority of the day thinking about her. Sure, I was thinking about her tits, her ass, her pussy, that funny little look she got when something sexual was new and unexpected to her. But I was also thinking about  her  smile  and  her  solemn  blinking  and  her  straightforward,  no-bullshit honesty. 

Far too much time spent thinking about her. 

“Where’s  my  fucking  drink?”  I  called  out  to  Darryl.  He  wasn’t  doing anything. He was just standing there watching the Red Sox on TV. 

For a second I thought he was going to ignore me. Then I thought he was going to throw the rag he used to wipe the countertop down with at me. But

what he actually did was worse than either of those. 

“Get  out,”  Darryl  said,  striding  toward  me,  his  expression  fierce,  his finger pointing toward the door. 

For a second I just stared at him, shocked.  “What?” 

“Get out. You’re done here today.” 

“You’re throwing me out? What the fuck did I do?” I had been there five minutes, had one drink. Asked for a second. “Is this because of that money crack?  I’m  just  messing  with  you  because  I  don’t  want  to  talk  about Sophie.” 

“It’s not about the money comment. It’s about the fact that you’ve been off work for what, twenty minutes, and you’re settling in for a big old nasty night of feeling bitter, and I don’t feel like watching it.” 

That made me snort. “I have plans at eight, just so you know. I wasn’t planning on getting sloppy.” 

“No one plans on getting sloppy.” 

Then he didn’t know me as well as he claimed to. “This is crap. I’m not leaving.” 

“Get out or I’m calling the cops.” Darryl looked stubborn, stone-faced. 

Rage filled my gut. My lungs. He was my cousin. My family. I didn’t do anything wrong. It felt like a betrayal. Just a kick in the fucking teeth. This was my sanctuary. My happy place. He couldn’t ruin this for me. 

“Are you serious?” I asked, my voice deadly calm. Quiet. 

He nodded. “Look, man, it’s for your own good.” 

I stood up and threw a ten-dollar bill in the general direction of the bar top. It fluttered to the floor instead and I didn’t bother to pick it up. Then for whatever reason I grabbed my empty glass and took it with me. 

“You’re stealing the glass?” he asked, sounding pissed off. 

No. Because stealing a glass was stupid. I had no idea why I did that. I just  wanted  to  make  some  kind  of  statement.  But  his  words  reminded  me that it was a stupid gesture and the glass was going to stay empty, whether I took it with me or not. So I acted like I was taking the final sip from it and then set it down on a table on my way out. 

I took a deep breath and headed down the sidewalk. That wasn’t the only bar. Darryl knew me. Other bartenders knew me too, but they appreciated that I drank like a fish and tipped well. I wouldn’t get that judgment bullshit from them. 

Mina was one of those bartenders. She thought I was hot. I thought she was hot. We had even hooked up, twice, to mutual satisfaction. But then she had  started  dating  someone  and  seemed  happy  and  we  were  back  to bartender  and  customer.  But  she  still  liked  to  flirt,  just  a  little,  and  she wouldn’t give me a hard time. 

“Dude, you stink,” she said. “Fresh off the boat, huh?” 

There  was  a  particular  odor  that  clung  to  me  during  and  after  work.  It was  a  briny,  salty  scent,  most  of  it  from  the  splash  of  the  bay  waters  and from  hooking  the  bait.  I  had  taken  off  my  waders  but  there  was  a  real possibility I still smelled. I was used to it. “No, I woke up like this.” I sat down and added, “Make it a double.” 

She  had  on  a  tank  top  and  denim  shorts  that  barely  covered  her  ass. 

Normally, when she moved around the bar and bent over to grab beers from the tub, I checked out her ass. I stared at her tits in appreciation when she handed me my drink. Today I had no such inclination. I had another body crowding my thoughts. Another girl. 

“So what’s new?” I asked her. 

“Not  much  here.  How  about  you?”  Mina  gave  me  a  grin.  “Causing trouble?” 

“Nope.”  I  conveniently  ignored  being  thrown  out  of  the  Moose.  “I’ve been a saint.” You could even say I was taking on the role of mentor. That thought  made  me  smile  grimly.  My  mood  was  spiraling  into  dark  and dangerous places. Down the rabbit hole of would have, could have, should have. 

“Glad  to  hear  it.”  She  put  my  drink  on  a  cocktail  napkin.  “Cheers,  my friend.” 

“Cheers.” 

An  hour  later  I  was  well  and  truly  buzzed,  and  I  knew  I  should  eat something  but  once  I  start  drinking,  food  becomes  unimportant  to  me. 

Unappealing.  So  I  just  drink  more.  When  I  stood  up  I  was  aware  of  my

current state. I wasn’t so far gone that I was sloppy. But I was flying high, feeling powerful. In charge. Feeling righteous. 

Which  was  why  I  was  stupid  enough  to  decide  to  take  a  walk  to  my mom’s  house.  I  had  promised  her  I  would  see  her.  Obviously,  she  wasn’t going  to  want  to  see  me  loaded,  but  I  figured  I  wasn’t  loaded.  Just pleasantly buzzed. That’s all. 

The house I grew up in was a ramshackle farmhouse on a small lot. No driveway. If my mother ever listed it for sale, the agent would have to write something like, “Needs TLC,” or “Is waiting for your design touch.” It was seventies paneling, a wood-burning stove, ancient carpet, and a fake rustic vibe  in  the  kitchen.  I  was  thirteen  before  I  figured  out  the  exposed  brick chimney in the kitchen was actually sheets of plastic designed to look like brick. That was an ancient decorating mind fuck. Who did that? 

As  a  kid,  I  didn’t  think  anything  of  what  the  house  looked  like.  It  was similar  to  my  friends’  houses  and  my  mother  had  always  cooked  and cleaned and kept a decent home for us. I remembered my dad popping in and out, but oddly enough when he showed up, it was never a contentious thing.  My  mother  would  welcome  him  home  and  he  was  a  fun  guy. 

Boisterous,  charming,  a  good-time  boy  without  a  care  in  the  world.  At seven I hadn’t seen the problem with that. Now I resented his inability to put his family first. 

The yard had bushes that had grown to the sloped roofline and scraggly grass. There was no garage, only a shed that looked like it had shifted so dramatically on its footings that the door most likely didn’t open anymore. I wouldn’t know. I didn’t come here often. The swing set in the yard kept me away. 

“Hey, Mom, what’s up?” I said after she opened the door to my knock. 

Initially,  she  smiled  but  then  when  I  came  forward  into  the  house  she gave me that look. Of concern. “Are you drunk?” 

“Nope.” I kissed her forehead. “Just had a drink after work, but I’m far from drunk. It’s good to see you.” 

She clucked and sighed, but she didn’t say anything further. “It’s good to see you too.” 

My  mother  did  not  like  conflict.  She  gave  me  crap  in  only  the  mildest way possible. Just like she had never really called Christian out for sticking his  dick  in  my  girlfriend.  Lorraine  liked  everyone  happy.  Sometimes  I wondered  if  she  was  happy,  given  what  she’d  been  saddled  with,  but  she seemed determined to be cheerful and pretend her family was well-adjusted. 

“Your sister is here.” 

“Oh, goody.” I rolled my eyes. I really didn’t mind my sister, but it was my right as her big brother to tweak her. 

My mother reached back and slapped my arm. “Be nice.” 

Charlie, my sister, was in the kitchen with Camp. She was monitoring his consumption of a banana. It hurt my heart the way it always did when I saw him. He pointed a chunk of fruit at me. 

“Dada.” Then he held his arms out, wanting to be picked up. 

Yeah, that was a fucking knife to the heart. Of course I looked like the man  he  thought  was  his  father.  Poor  little  guy  had  every  right  to  be confused. 

My sister fluttered her hands, nervous as hell, probably that I would lose my shit. “Oh, no, Campy, that’s Uncle Cainy.” 

Cainy? “Charlie, don’t confuse the kid even further by calling me Cainy.” 

Or uncle. “By the way, we’re drowning in C names. Thanks, Mom.” 

“I didn’t name Camp.” My mother waved to him and smiled. “But I’m so glad he’s a C name too. There’s my cute, sweet baby.” 

My  heart  squeezed,  and  I  felt  like  I  couldn’t  swallow  unless  I  had something  to  pour  down  my  throat.  “You  got  any  liquor  in  the  house?”  I asked. 

Charlie stood up and made a face at me. “You stink.” 

“Like literally? Or my character?” I asked. 

My sister was three years younger than I was and had the Jordan attitude. 

Especially being the youngest of five and the only girl. 

“Literally.” 

Charlie  was  wearing  the  shortest  denim  shorts  I’d  ever  seen  in  my  life and a Patriots T-shirt that I could swear was mine when I was in the seventh grade. 

“I just got off work. And what, are you shopping in the kids’ department? 

Are those Camp’s clothes? That shirt and shorts look ridiculous on you.” 

She was showing way too much skin for a brother’s taste. 

But  then  again,  Charlie  was  a  stripper,  so  basically  every  guy  in  town except  for  me  and  my  brothers  had  seen  the  bulk  of  her.  Or  excuse  me. 

Exotic dancer. She got testy about the stripper label. 

“Can  we  all  just  have  a  nice  time  together?”  my  mother  huffed.  “And sorry, Cain. I don’t have any whiskey, but I have some nice Riunite.” 

“He doesn’t need any alcohol,” Charlie said as she came back to the table with a damp paper towel and started wiping Camp’s face. “He already reeks of it.” 

Irritation started to grow. “Should I just leave? I didn’t come here to get attitude.  I  already  got  shit  from  Darryl  tonight.  I  don’t  need  it  from  you too.” 

Charlie snorted. 

My mother sighed. “Why was Darryl fussing at you? Did you forget to pay your tab?” 

“No,  I  always  pay  my  tab.  Give  me  some  credit.”  I  tried  to  find somewhere to look that wasn’t at Ali’s son but the kitchen was small, with low  ceilings.  The  table  and  the  high  chair  were  crowding  the  space. 

Crowding me. I needed air. I needed a drink. 

I wanted to just scoop that kid up and hold him to me. I wanted to breathe in his scent and bury my lips in his soft, white-blond hair. I wanted to go back in time and have Ali and Christian not be the shittiest human beings ever and not fuck. So that this baby could be mine. 

Blindly,  I  turned  to  the  fridge.  Rosé  wasn’t  my  normal  style  but  shit,  I would  take  anything  right  then.  It  was  actually  wine  in  a  box.  Perfect.  I yanked it out and set it on the counter. I went for a glass. My mother hadn’t rearranged  the  cupboards  since  Charlie  had  been  born,  and  in  fact,  hadn’t gotten  new  glasses  in  that  time  either.  There  was  something  both  so  tired and  faded  about  this  house,  and  yet,  so  damn  comfortable  and  familiar.  I could  count  on  opening  that  cupboard  and  finding  the  chipped  souvenir glass from a childhood trip to Portland. My second-oldest brother Cord was

the one who put the chip in it, slamming it into his front tooth when he was running to get to the TV remote first. 

Camp was crying now, yelling, “Dada” even louder. A pounding started behind my eyes and my mouth felt hot and dry. I pushed the spigot on the wine and listened to the liquid hitting the glass, trying to focus my ears on that instead of the wail of my maybe-son. 

“Cain, can you just hold him for a second?” my mother asked. “He wants to be held by his father.” 

“I’m not his father, Mom,” I said, refusing to turn around. My heart was pounding in my ears, those cries ricocheting off the walls, around the room, slamming into me. The sound seemed to swell and surround me, to pierce through  my  chest  cavity  and  crash  and  collide  with  the  beat  of  my  heart, like cymbals in the hands of an enthusiastic musician. Crash. 

“He  thinks  you’re  Christian.  Just  hold  him  until  he  calms  down.”  My mother’s  voice  was  soothing,  calm.  Like  she  had  no  idea  what  she  was asking of me. 

Like she wasn’t ripping my heart out of my chest and feeding it to Ali. 

“Mom,” Charlie said, her voice brimming with warning. “Don’t.” 

At least I could be grateful to my sister for that. I swallowed the sweet wine, wanting to gag on the acrid sugar flavor. But then I set the glass down and turned. Steeling myself, I held out my arms. “I’ll take him.” 

I don’t know why I did. Maybe it was just that I couldn’t stand the pain in his voice. It wasn’t his fault that his mother was a selfish bitch and his father a cheating whore. Or that I might be his father. 

Maybe  it  was  because  the  cries  seemed  to  be  settling  into  my  soul, lacerating me even more, and I wanted the loud wail to stop, at any cost. Or maybe I wanted to pretend, for just a split second of indulgence, that this was  all  different.  Whatever  the  reason,  I  reached  out  my  arms,  and  he reacted in kind. 

“Don’t  drop  him,”  Charlie  said  in  warning  as  my  mother  handed  me Camp. 

His  face  was  streaked  with  tears  and  there  was  snot  pooling  under  his nostrils. As I took his weight into my arms, I settled him onto my hip and gave him a smile. “It’s okay, you’re fine. No big deal.” 

I took the bottom of my T-shirt and wiped tears first, snot second. He was startled and reared back, eyes going wide. “I think he’s figured out I’m not Christian,” I said. 

“I  think  you  smell  like  bait,”  Charlie  said.  “And  booze.  You’re  like  a pickled herring.” 

That  almost  made  me  want  to  laugh.  Maybe  she  was  right.  Maybe  my scent was strong and unfamiliar to him. 


Camp stared up at me, solemn now, sniffling a little as his tears quieted down. He had the same blue eyes as Christian and me, but his mother’s tiny button  nose.  I  didn’t  understand  how  Ali  could  have  left  him.  But  then again,  maybe  I  had  left  him  too.  The  thought  made  me  both  angry  and ashamed. 

His little fists were gripping the front of my T-shirt. His legs had gotten longer  since  I  had  last  held  him,  his  weight  more  substantial.  “What’s wrong, little man?” I asked him. 

He didn’t say anything. He just laid his head against my chest. 

Oh, God. I wanted to die. I wanted the earth to open and swallow me and take this pain away from me. His sweet, heavy body against mine, his trust implicit, his innocence so difficult to preserve. I loved everything about the way he felt in my arms, yet I hated the reality of my life. My fucking life. 

My  hand  brushed  over  the  back  of  his  soft,  downy  hair.  I  knew  from pictures  that  mine  and  Christian’s  hair  had  once  been  this  light.  Almost white. I tried to visualize Camp in fifteen years. How he would feel about his life, his parents. I couldn’t imagine. It all seemed like a continuous trail of  fucked-up  that  he  couldn’t  escape.  I  could  get  away  from  this  and  I imagined  I  would  eventually.  But  Camp  was  stuck  with  his  conception reality forever and for that reason, I held him just a little tighter, bouncing him to reassure him. 

But  then  my  mother  peeled  him  away  from  me.  “There.  That  did  the trick. Everybody’s happy now.” 

Was she for fucking real? I cleared my throat. There was a giant lump in it. I needed a drink to push that down. I refilled my glass and took the wine down in one swallow. Then refilled it again. 

“Do you want something to eat?” my mother asked again. 

“No, thanks.” 

“Did you drive here?” Charlie asked. 

“Nope. Used the two legs God gave me.” I sounded flippant and a little crazy. Which was how I felt. I was desperate, the insides of me pushing at the outsides, everything struggling to stay contained. I felt explosive. 

“I can give you a ride home.” 

“Not going home. I have a date.” 

Charlie’s boxy eyebrows shot up. “With who? Jack Daniel’s?” 

Buzzing hard now, I refilled my glass a fourth time and shook the box. It was getting low. What the hell? “What, no. A real living and breathing girl. 

From away.” 

That’s what my parents and grandparents had always said about someone not  from  Maine.  They  were  from  “away.”  I  knew  they  were  skeptical because  every  local  girl  knew  all  about  my  drama  and  for  the  most  part stayed away. But their faces cleared when they realized she was a tourist. 

“How long is she here for?” Mom asked. 

“A few weeks. Her sister is getting married here next weekend. She goes to Harvard,” I added, because nothing wrong with bragging on Sophie. She was a genius. 

“The sister?” 

“No, the girl. Sophie. She’s a math genius.” 

“Then why is she going out with you?” Charlie said. 

“My  good  looks.”  I  gave  my  sister  a  smirk.  “You  can’t  argue  with  that since you look like me.” 

Charlie eyed the glass in my hand. “Maybe you shouldn’t show up for a first date loaded. Maybe put down the wine.” 

“It’s  our  third  date,”  I  said,  ignoring  the  suggestion.  I  shook  the  box. 

Nothing but droplets left. If the kid wasn’t in the room I would have lifted the box to my mouth and gotten every last sweet bit. 

Instead,  I  just  said,  “I  gotta  go.”  It  hit  me  suddenly,  when  I  realized  I shouldn’t stay there any longer. That I might say or do something I would regret later, sober. I blindly set down the box and my glass. “Bye, Ma.” 

“Cain, wait, is everything okay?” 

Nope. That’s why I was leaving. 

“Cain, I’ll drive you.” Charlie followed me. 

I didn’t say anything until I got outside. It wasn’t a hot day and I breathed in  deeply  the  cool  evening  air.  I  felt  like  I  couldn’t  get  any  air  into  my lungs.  But  once  I  could  speak  I  whirled  on  Charlie  and  said,  “Stop following me.” 

“I’ll give you a ride.” 

“Along  with  a  lecture  that  I  don’t  need.”  I  didn’t  want  to  hear  it.  I couldn’t hear it. I started walking. 

“I  won’t  say  a  word,  I  promise.”  Charlie  reached  out  and  grabbed  my arm. “Please, Cain. I don’t want you walking down the road right now.” 

When I was drunk. That’s what she meant. “Fine. Just keep your mouth shut.”  I  knew  she  worried  about  me  and  I  appreciated  that.  But  I  worried about her too and I didn’t tell her to quit stripping. Her job was full of risks. 

Stalkers and creeps and people who knew she was carrying cash and might want to rob her. “For the record, I don’t tell you what to do with your life.” 

Charlie hopped up into her giant truck. “You’re right. But I’m perfect.” 

That made me laugh as I climbed into the passenger seat. “You’re joking, right? We put the ‘dys’ in dysfunctional. We’re the world’s most wacked-out family.” 

“Nah.  Plenty  of  people  more  jacked  up  than  us.  We  just  march  to  our drum. I mean, look at Cam. He’s living in New York City making bank.” 

“Yeah, because he’s embarrassed by us.” I didn’t blame him for that. 

“Where are we going?” 

I gave her the street name and general directions. 

Charlie kept her word and didn’t say much until we got there. Then she did murmur, “Damn,” as she pulled into the driveway. “This is some house, Cain.” 

“Daddy has money.” I was regretting that I had told Sophie I would meet her here. It occurred to me her sister might be around and I didn’t want that. 

I wanted her alone. 

“You mean like her actual father, not an old-man husband, right?” 

I gave Charlie a long look. “Who the hell have you been hanging around with? Yes, I mean her literal father.” 

Charlie  turned  beet-red.  “Well.  You  know.  Older  men  like  younger women.” 

If I hadn’t been loaded I might have asked her more questions about that but I was, so I didn’t. “See ya, sis.” 

“I’m going to wait here a minute and make sure everything is okay.” 

“You’re being weird,” I told her. “Don’t sit here like my mom dropping me off for the first day of school. It makes me look like a jackass.” 

She flipped her dark hair over her shoulder and grinned. “You do that all on your own, big brother.” 

“Fuck off.” I opened the door. “I love you, brat. Talk to you later.” 

“Don’t stay out too late,” she said in a singsong voice. 

I rolled my eyes and waved. 

The  front  door  to  the  house  opened  and  Sophie  was  standing  there. 

Beautiful, adorable Sophie. 

Damn, I was glad to see her. 
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Chapter 9

I don’t know why I opened the front door to Cain before he even knocked. 

It made me look overly eager, I knew that. But I felt nervous about him in my parents’ house. Bella was locked in her room and swore she wouldn’t come out. She was video-chatting with Bradley and had her music playing loudly  in  the  background  so  I  couldn’t  hear  what  she  was  saying.  As  if  I wanted to. 

But I wanted to sequester Cain into my room quickly before Bella was off the phone and needed a drink of water or something. 

Now I was standing on the front step though and could see Cain getting out of a black, beat-up pickup truck and laughing at something the driver was saying. It was a girl, around my age, wearing very little clothing. It was June,  but  it  wasn’t  precisely  a  hot  day.  The  tiny  shorts  and  tiny  T-shirt seemed a bit extreme for the current temperature. She had dark hair and a very large chest. 

It stunned me to realize that I felt jealous. I wanted to know who the girl was.  A  bartender?  A  friend?  A  friend  with  benefits?  It  bothered  me.  She was that sort of overblown sexy that men responded to, and I knew I didn’t have that. Not that carefree smile and laugh and awareness of my own body. 

Then again…

Because  of  Cain  I  knew  a  whole  lot  more  about  my  body  than  I  had  a week ago. 

So I stood there and just decided to hold my ground. I wasn’t going to attempt to go to the truck or ask him who the girl was or anything. It didn’t matter. He didn’t belong to me. He was on loan. Just because he had opened up to me the night before and shared his private pain, didn’t mean that we were anything other than an extended hookup. 

“Hey,  baby,”  he  said  as  he  strolled  up  the  walk  wearing  jeans,  work boots, and a ratty T-shirt, along with a smirk that seemed out of place for him. For me. He didn’t look at me like that. 

“Hey.”  Then  as  he  got  closer  I  realized  he  had  already  been  drinking. 

Most likely a lot. His eyes were glassy, his walk not quite straight. “How was your day?” It was an odd social nothing that I usually avoided, but I felt  off-kilter.  I  had  expected  that  if  he  did  drink,  it  would  be  after  he arrived. I didn’t expect him to show up wasted. 

“It fucking sucked,” he said. “But I don’t want to talk about it.” He took my hand and laced his fingers through mine. “Come here and kiss me.” 

It  was  never  hard  to  kiss  Cain.  But  his  touch  felt  more  possessive  than tender  and  he  smelled  like  the  ocean.  Not  like  sunscreen  and  saltwater. 

More  like  dead  fish  and  seaweed.  “Did  you  come  straight  from  work?”  I asked as I broke away, needing to breathe. 

“Yep. By way of the bar. And my mother’s house.” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “My sister dropped me off.” 

I felt petty but I was relieved. I tugged him toward the house. The truck was still idling so I leaned around him and waved to his sister. She waved back. 

“That’s  Charlie.  She’s  the  youngest  and  she’s  the  sibling  with  the  most attitude.” 

“That’s  quite  an  accomplishment.”  I  said  it  sincerely,  not  realizing immediately that it sounded offensive. 

He cracked a laugh. “Oh, Sophie, you kill me.” 

I  should  apologize.  That  was  the  polite  thing  to  do.  But  I  couldn’t because I stood by it. For him to call his sister out for attitude seemed more than a little ironic. “I have that effect on people.” 

“That’s  not  really  the  primary  effect  you  have  on  me.”  His  hand  slid across my ass. 

“Come  in  the  house.”  The  open  door  was  squawking  at  us.  The  alarm didn’t like the extended time frame. We didn’t have neighbors. The house jutted out over the rocks in the back and either side was wooded. I didn’t care  about  his  sister  seeing  us  either,  if  he  didn’t.  But  I  still  felt  nervous about having him here, in my parents’ house, and I wanted to get into my room, in a sex cocoon. 

“Eager. I like that.” He pulled his hand out of mine though as he followed me into the house. 

Maybe  it  felt  too  much  like  legit  holding  hands.  Boyfriend-girlfriend stuff. 

“Can I take a shower?” he asked. “I should have gone home and changed after work.” 

I  wasn’t  going  to  disagree  with  that.  “Sure.  I  have  a  bathroom  in  my room.” 

The  house  was  designed  with  an  open  concept.  The  architect  had intended for the view of the bay to be the star and it was. When you stepped through the front door, the wood floors were dark, the walls light, and it just drew your eye straight back to the water. The master bedroom was on the first floor in its own wing. The guest rooms were upstairs. The stairs were in the front left of the house so they didn’t steal the view, and I started to walk up them. 

But Cain hesitated. “Should I take my shoes off?” He was already doing that, kicking them off at the heel with his toes. 

A glance back showed he was frowning. “Only if you want to. It doesn’t matter either way.” That was a huge concession for me. Huge. It definitely did matter to me. But I could tell he was intimidated and I didn’t want him to feel uncomfortable. There was something in-your-face about this house and I recognized that. It was a pure display of wealth, plain and simple. I didn’t want him to get that defensive bravado people did when they realized how  much  money  my  father  had.  It  wasn’t  my  money.  I  just  reaped  the benefits of it. 

The thought of his boots, that had crossed over docks and boat decking, with blood and guts and seawater, made me internally shudder but I had to suck it up. 

“I  can  take  them  off.”  He  had  them  off  already  and  abandoned  them there, at the bottom of the stairs. 

“Okay.” I sighed in relief. “Do you want any bottled water or anything?” 

Now  I  was  pausing,  my  heart  racing  a  little.  Our  dynamic  was  off.  The power between us had shifted and I didn’t like it. I wanted him in charge. 

The mentor. Me, the student. 

“No, I’m good.” Cain was pulling his shirt off over his head. 

I  really  hoped  Bella  didn’t  choose  then  to  come  out  of  her  room.  She didn’t.  I  had  him  safely  in  my  suite,  locking  the  door  behind  us.  “The bathroom is right there. Towels are in the baskets under the sink.” 

“Show me,” he said, the corner of his mouth turning up. He dropped his shirt onto the chair in the corner by the bathroom. 

That chair was furry, which always irritated me. My mother knew I hated furry fabrics. They collected dirt. 

I  didn’t  believe  for  one  minute  Cain  couldn’t  figure  out  how  to  find himself a towel. He wanted me in there, for whatever reason. “I really don’t think of you as being coy.” But I went into the bathroom and pulled out a bath towel. “Here you go.” 

“Stay in here with me.” Cain turned the sink faucet on and bent his head under it. He drank the stream of water. 

Okay. “I could have gotten you a water. I asked.” 

He wiped his mouth and waved his hand. “Too much work. All I need is wet.” 

I didn’t think he meant it to be sexual but nonetheless, I felt my eyebrows rise skeptically. He laughed. 

“You’re  such  a  dirty  girl,”  he  teased.  He  reached  out  and  chucked  my chin. “But you’re right. I do like that wet. I like you wet.” 

“How do you know what I’m thinking?” 

“You’re an open book. I love that about you.” His hand drifted down and he stared at me for a second, his light eyes unreadable. 

“What  are  you  thinking?”  I  asked,  curious.  His  mood  was  different tonight. Maybe it was the alcohol. I didn’t know. But I couldn’t figure out what was going through his head. 

Cain  unzipped  his  jeans.  “I’m  thinking  that  you  need  to  join  me  in  the shower.” 

I was disappointed. I wanted something more, some sort of declaration or compliment or validation. Which scared me. I was seeking more from him, any  signal  that  we  were  connected  in  some  way.  Which  meant  I  was attaching. That was not good. I turned and opened the glass shower door. 

“You go ahead.” I wasn’t getting in that shower with him. I had never done that with anyone and it seemed awkward in the extreme. 

Cain had removed his jeans. He stood there, all hard and muscular and tattooed, in my mother’s perfect, pretty en-suite bathroom. It was all-white cabinetry, Carrara marble, glossy white tile in a herringbone pattern. I knew that’s  what  it  was  called  because  my  mother  had  debated  its  merits endlessly  until  I  had  wanted  to  tell  her  I  did  not  give  one  fuck  what  the flooring looked like. Which would have destroyed her, so I kept my mouth shut. 

But  now,  seeing  her  glossy  white  confection  as  a  background  against  a very masculine and dirty-looking Cain had me sucking in a breath. Damn, this was naughty. And damn, did I love it. My mother would lose her shit if she knew what I was doing right now. I had never quested to be rebellious. 

That was never the point. I just didn’t care about the same things she did. 

Though  Bella  was  right—sometimes  I  got  petty.  I  smiled,  feeling  more relaxed. Maybe it wasn’t a bad thing to have him in my environment. He made all of this seem as ridiculous as I had always thought it was. It was the extended version of false eyelashes. 

“I know what that smile means, Little Red,” he said. “Sit there and watch for a minute, then join me.” He brushed past me, his thigh knocking into my hip. Cain bent down and gave me a hard, demanding kiss. 

He  tasted  different.  Sweeter.  Like  fruit.  But  he  was  gone,  stepping  into the shower before I could decipher what exactly it was. 

There  was  a  stool  that  was  meant  for  me  to  sit  on  and  do  my  makeup, which I never did, but now I slid it out and perched, wanting a good view. 

Cain had his head back under the spray of water and was rubbing his neck, his  eyes  closed.  He  looked  like  the  shower  was  the  best  thing  to  ever happen to him. That body of his…it still made me tense in awe. I felt desire stirring, the way it always did with him. I couldn’t believe how lucky I was to have marked him at the bar, the one man who had taken the time to make me feel all of this. 

He lathered up his hands and opened his eyes. He held them out to me. 

“Come here, dirty girl. Do you like what you see?” 

I nodded. “Oh, yes. Very much.” I didn’t hesitate. My earlier discomfort at the idea was still there, but I wanted to try it. I wanted to feel his hard, wet body against mine. 

I had on jeans and a T-shirt and I stood up and wriggled out of them. He watched me, his eyes narrowed. 

“Do you have any idea how hot you are?” he asked. 

I undid my bra. “That’s a question that is impossible to respond to,” I told him.  “If  I  say  yes,  I  look  arrogant.  If  I  say  no,  it’s  false  modesty.  I  don’t think of myself as ‘hot’ per se, but I am fine with my body. Mostly, I am fine with showing it off to you because I like the way you look at me.” 

Cain opened the glass door. “Get in here, you little flirt.” 

I  realized  as  I  stripped  my  panties  off  that  I  had  learned  him  and  his behavior  well  enough  to  recognize  he  was  teasing  me.  That  he  found  my literal explanations cute in some weird way. I stepped into the shower, the spray  bouncing  off  him  and  hitting  my  skin,  giving  me  goosebumps.  It wasn’t a small shower space at all, yet somehow with him in there, naked, it felt crowded. His leg brushed against mine, his hand dropping to my waist. 

He leaned in and kissed me, giving a small groan as he pulled away. 

“Now  this  is  exactly  what  I  needed  today.”  His  hands  were  still  soapy and he massaged them over my ass, around my hips, up to my breasts. 

My heart was racing, from a combination of both excitement and a tinge of  fear.  Or  maybe  it  was  adrenaline.  But  this  was  the  strangest  sensation. 

The  steam,  the  hot  water,  the  slick  glide  of  his  hands  foaming  with  body wash. It was heady, arousing, and I reached down and pulled his cock into my fist and stroked him. He was already fully hard. 

We touched, we kissed, we pushed against each other. It was a hot box, just  me  and  him  and  steam  and  passion.  I  briefly  wondered  how  long  the hot water would hold out as we continued to grind and pet and kiss. 

Finally, he turned and shoved me against the cool tile. “Do you want my cock?” 

I nodded, blinking, water sluicing over my hair, down my cheeks. I had no words. 

“Say my name,” he urged, lifting my leg to wrap around his hip. “Tell me you want me to fuck you.” 

That seemed so dramatic, so over-the-top, and yet, here, with him, where nothing  mattered  but  skin  and  sex  and  him,  I  didn’t  even  hesitate.  “Fuck me, Cain. Please.” 

With the cold tiles on my back, his strong arms holding me up, and his lips  buried  in  my  neck,  he  pushed  inside  me.  I  moaned,  my  head  falling back, eyes drifting shut. So much sensation. So much pleasure. 

I wasn’t sure if it was because he had been drinking or if he just thought I could handle it now, but he wasn’t holding back. He was going hard, deep. 

So much so that each thrust took my breath away. All I could do was hang on and let him take me there. 

Our  orgasms  were  so  close  together,  they  seemed  to  feed  off  of  each other. Me tight and hot, him exploding. Our eyes locked on each other. My feelings overwhelming. 

It went on until I couldn’t look at him anymore, until I felt there was too much of me exposed. We were doing something different now. Something connected. Something further. It was there in the dark, stormy passion of his eyes and in my soft cry of pleasure and intensity. I had cried in front of him. 

He had told me about his brother. And now it was all there between us, sex and  something.  Something  and  sex.  He  seemed  to  feel  the  same  way.  He broke  his  gaze  at  the  same  time,  turning  away,  wiping  his  face  free  of droplets of water. 

We breathed loudly in the sudden silence, the water pelting me and the tile the only noise other than us. 

After  a  few  seconds  Cain  pulled  out,  rinsed  out,  and  cut  the  stream  of water off. “Now, that was a hot shower.” 

Legs  shaking  a  little,  I  reached  up  and  lifted  my  damp  hair  off  my shoulders and squeezed the ends. It was soaked on one side, but mostly dry on top. “It was,” I murmured. He did things to me, made me feel things that were unexpected. He had a talent for helping me focus on my body, and not on my thoughts. I just felt with Cain and I loved that. 

Even now I was just relaxed, satisfied. The consummate cat in the sun, stretching out, purring lazily. I didn’t even want to put actual clothes back on. Stepping out of the shower, I got a towel and wrapped it around myself, handing  a  second  one  to  Cain.  He  started  drying  his  hair  first,  which  I

appreciated. The face and hair should be dried before any body parts, in my opinion, for hygiene purposes. 

I found myself just watching him, amused. This was real. It was so very real. Yet, it was so far removed from my normal life. I wanted to remember this. To dust it off later on and replay every minute with Cain. 

After drying himself off, Cain tossed the towel on the floor and tucked my hair behind my ear. “How did you get to be so cute? Huh? Tell me that.” 

I  almost  gave  another  literal  answer,  but  then  I  stopped  myself.  I  just smiled and undid my towel. “Can you help me dry off?” I handed the towel to him. 

His eyes darkened. “Sure.” 

I  expected  his  move  to  be  sexual.  But  he  surprised  me  by  taking  the towel, wrapping it around my shoulders, and rubbing it gently, pulling me close to him in a hug. He kissed the top of my head. 

And I knew that we had crossed a line. 

We weren’t just hooking up. 

At least I wasn’t. 

—

I was still a little buzzed, but the water had cut through my fogginess and anger.  As  had  Sophie.  She  had  a  way  about  her,  something  about  that straightforward  stare,  those  matter-of-fact  words,  that  calmed  me.  I  had shown up here angry, thinking fucked-up thoughts about taking that kid and running. About finally making my brother pay. 

But then there she was, a sweet little spot of no bullshit. No lies. Nothing but  honesty.  And  now  she  was  looking  up  at  me  like  she  thought  I  was something. A person worth spending time with. 

I rubbed the towel over her, softly, tenderly. She made me a jumbled mix of feelings. I wanted to fuck her. I wanted to spank her. I wanted to love her. 

Scary shit. Big shit. Shit I didn’t have any business feeling. 

So I tried to keep it sexual. I rubbed the towel between her legs. Blew on her nipple to dry it off. I tossed the towel on the floor beside mine. “Am I going to get in trouble for dirtying up this white bathroom?” 

The bathroom was ridiculous. I had never seen so much fucking marble outside of a museum. And this was only one bathroom out of how many? I had  only  glanced  around  the  downstairs,  but  had  seen  wide,  expansive rooms,  and  a  killer  view  of  the  bay.  I  could  picture  Sophie’s  sister  living here. But Sophie didn’t quite fit. Obviously, I stuck out like a sore thumb. 

Or a drunken, dirty thumb. Sophie didn’t stick out. She just seemed like she was in the wrong setting for her. Like she was a guest. 

I had a feeling she felt that way but I didn’t really know. She didn’t share a  lot  of  her  personal  feelings  with  me.  I  was  just  her  fuck  buddy.  Not  a boyfriend. 

That was the way it should be. 

If I didn’t like that, so the fuck what? 

I was in no position to be anyone’s boyfriend, certainly not the virgin girl genius. Or former virgin. 

So  there  was  no  harm  in  any  of  this.  No  harm  in  taking  as  much satisfaction and, hell, comfort from being with Sophie as I could. She made me laugh, something I hadn’t even thought was possible anymore. 

In a couple of days she’d get swept fully up in to the wedding activities and that would be that. Maybe down the road, when she was in her forties, and  having  a  midlife  crisis,  she  would  tell  her  girlfriends  about  the  local Mainer who had stunk like fish and fucked her in the shower. 

By then I would most likely be dead. 

There  was  a  cheerful  thought.  Make  the  most  of  today  before  I  drank myself  to  an  early  grave.  “I  don’t  think  your  mom  would  like  me  very much,” I added. 

She shrugged. “My mother is mostly disappointed in everything I do.” 

That did surprise me. “What? You’re going to Harvard. How could she be disappointed in you?” 

Sophie bent over and retrieved her panties and pulled them on. “It’s the whole socially awkward thing. That embarrasses her. She also doesn’t find my sense of humor amusing. It’s okay. I can see her side of it, and I think a lot  of  parents  struggle  to  understand  their  children  are  not  extensions  of themselves, but whole and separate humans.” 

That was an interesting thought. I stepped into my boxer briefs. “I don’t think my mother feels that way. I think she has a very carefree attitude and maybe love that is just a little too unconditional. We’re a bunch of fuckups and she acts like everything is fine.” 

I didn’t even think it was a coping mechanism. She was just proud of us, for no apparent reason. 

Sophie  laughed.  She  pulled  on  her  T-shirt  without  her  bra  first,  which made me happy. “Well, that must be nice for you. Love isn’t a bad thing.” 

I stuck my head under the faucet to drink again. I had cotton mouth from the  wine.  “My  dad  is  in  prison,”  I  said  as  I  stood  up  and  rubbed  the moisture off my bottom lip. “And when he gets out, for like the tenth time, my mom will take him back. For like the tenth time.” 

“What is he in prison for?” she asked, looking scandalized. 

“Stealing copper.” I opened the bathroom door. I was getting hot from all the steam lingering after our lengthy soapy shower. This was the cleanest I had felt in a long time. “Is that a balcony?” I asked, pointing to the back of her room. It looked like a slider leading outside. 

“Yes.” 

“Can we go out there? Is it private?” Fresh air sounded fantastic. 

“Yes,  it’s  private.  Well,  I  mean  if  Bella  comes  out  on  her  balcony,  she would  see  us,  but  she  never  does.  She  doesn’t  like  the  way  the  water sounds.” 

That  cracked  me  up.  “What?  Who  doesn’t  like  the  way  the  water sounds?” Was that even possible? 

“Right? And she says I’m the one with weird tics and habits.” Sophie got a  satin  robe  out  of  her  closet  and  pulled  it  on.  “I’m  going  to  go  get  you water. I can’t stand to watch you drink from the faucet a third time. I’ll meet you out on the balcony.” 

I grinned at her. “Driving you that crazy, huh?” 

She nodded. “Yes. I thought I could ignore it, but I can’t.” 

She was cute even when she was being OCD. And damn, that honesty. I loved  it.  It  was  such  a  change  from  my  past.  “Thank  you,”  I  said.  “I appreciate the water. And the honesty. And your body.” I gave her a wink. 

Sophie rolled her eyes, but her cheeks turned a little pink. “I appreciate your honesty and body too.” 

Was I being honest with her? I guessed I was. I had told her about Camp. 

My father. Christian. Maybe it was easier to offer that when I knew I could trust her responses. I knew she wasn’t manipulating me, playing me, lying to me. 

“We’re kind of fucking awesome, aren’t we?” I asked her. I meant that in the most general terms. A joke that we shared a superiority to others. 

But Sophie got a strange look on her face. She suddenly turned and just said, “Be right back,” and left the room, pulling it closed behind her. 

I went out onto the balcony. It was a little cool, but the air felt good on my  hot  skin.  My  head  needed  clearing.  Of  booze,  of  crazy  thoughts. 

Because  I  was  thinking  that  if  the  world  were  a  different  place,  maybe Sophie could be mine. 

There  were  two  little  chairs  placed  on  the  small  balcony  but  I  ignored them and went straight to the railing. I leaned on it, taking a deep breath. I could  smell  the  sea.  It  wasn’t  inky  black  out  yet.  It  was  just  dusk,  and  I could see the buildings up and down the coastline. Houses, restaurants, and the huge hotel downtown. 

When Sophie came out to join me, she handed me the bottled water and leaned  over  the  railing  next  to  me.  “Are  you  going  to  put  on  pants?”  she asked. 

“Nope.” I took a huge swallow of the water. “Are you?” 

“No.  Do  you  like  living  here?”  she  asked  me.  “It  seems  an  interesting place to grow up. I live in a generic suburb.” 

“It’s all I’ve ever known. It was pretty cool. I love the water. Unlike your sister.” 

“I played soccer for one year,” Sophie said. “It was my mother’s attempt to create conformity in me. If I wasn’t going to be beautiful like Bella, she wanted me to have teammates.” Sophie smiled at me. “I was too obsessed with math to be a soccer star. I was always calculating the angle of the ball when it went into the goal, or trying to make patterns in the grass with the special shoes. In the end, I embarrassed her worse with my behavior than by not being beautiful.” 

“Does that bother you? Because your mom kind of sounds like a bitch.” 

Why wouldn’t she be proud of having a brilliant daughter? I sure would. 

“I think it does. I never wanted it to. I feel like it shouldn’t because I’m intelligent enough to recognize the why of her actions. But it does bother me. Little kids want to be accepted. Ultimately, it doesn’t matter though. I like myself.” 

“You should,” I said gruffly, touched by her confession. Hey, my mother loved  me  when  maybe  she  shouldn’t  have  and  I  shouldn’t  take  that  for granted. I was lucky to have her. “And I like you too.” 

Her head snapped up. “I wasn’t fishing for a compliment.” 

“I know. But you should learn how to take one. I have a feeling that you only  know  how  to  accept  compliments  on  your  brain,  not  your  person  or your character.” 

Sophie  chewed  her  bottom  lip.  “That  is  probably  true.  Maybe  that’s because I believe in my intelligence. I know I’m smart.” 

I shifted a little, turning to lean on my right side so I could see her better. 

I wanted to ask her if she was going to seek out a boyfriend when she got back to Boston. If she’d be posting her picture on some dating app, where guys would read her comments and totally not understand her. Not get her brilliance, her uniqueness. But I didn’t. Because that would make me seem like a total pussy. 

Maybe I was still drunk. Because what I actually said was, “You are the smartest  girl  I’ve  ever  met.  But  you’re  also  the  sweetest  and  the  sexiest. 

And when you go back to Boston, I’m going to miss you.” 

A  flash  of  vulnerability  came  across  her  face.  And  deep  pleasure. 

“Really?” 

At the end of the day Sophie was like any other woman. She needed to hear  that  she  was  hot.  Which  she  was.  It  was  hard  not  to  touch  her.  It seemed  like  once  I  started,  I  couldn’t  stop.  “Really.  My  cousin  was  right. 

You’re special. And I’m hoping that the next time you’re in town, I can see you again. And if you don’t want to, I’m going to kiss you until you change your mind and agree.” 

“Sexual blackmail?” 

I nodded. “Absolutely. Shit, it’s the only weapon in my arsenal right now. 

Unless you like fresh-catch lobster.” 

Sophie laughed. “Well, I do like shellfish but I think I prefer an orgasm. 

But I probably won’t be back here until Thanksgiving. My dad likes to have it here.” 

“Works for me.” I would be in the same damn place anyway. Working. 

Drinking. Fucking. Though the last held a lot less appeal now. 

Because, as stupid as it was, I liked Sophie. She was wrenching emotion from  me  without  meaning  to.  She  was  making  me  care  about  something when I hadn’t cared about anything in a long time. 

Holding Camp had made me feel raw, like a knife had been plunged into my heart. Being with Sophie plugged all those holes inside me. “Unless you want it to be something more.” 

“What do you mean?” she asked. 

But she knew what I meant. I could see it. Her breathing had changed, her eyes had widened. She was leaning toward me, and she looked like one little word, one simple touch, and she would melt into me like chocolate. I felt heady and powerful and greedy. I wanted Sophie. I wanted to keep her, even if for a little bit. In a little way. 

“I  mean,  let’s  sneak  around  and  see  each  other  more  while  you’re  still here. Your mom doesn’t have to know. I’m a good dirty secret.” That was the damn truth. “And when you get back to Boston we can talk. Sext each other.” 

“Cambridge. I live in Cambridge.” Her shoulders dropped a little. 

“Wherever. Cambridge. We can sext each other.” 

She smiled. “You want to sext with me? Do you know how inadequate at sexting I would be? Dirty talk makes me giggle.” 

“You’re a liar. That mouth of yours looks amazing wrapped around my cock, you know that?” 

“I do like to suck you,” she said, very earnest. “Maybe I could again?” 

“Boom.” I gestured to my cock, which had hardened. “See how great you are at that? Dirty talk is your bitch.” 

Sophie laughed. “Cain?” 

Her voice was soft and sweet and it grabbed me by the balls. “Yeah?” 

“I’m going to miss you too.” 
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Chapter 10

I wasn’t sure what Cain was suggesting and I didn’t want to ask. Well, I did want  to  ask.  I  wanted  to  press  for  details,  for  a  better  explanation.  For boundaries and clarity. But that would mess it up, because he wasn’t going to give me that. I didn’t think he even knew precisely what he was offering or suggesting. I wasn’t sure he was even sober. 

So I was going to just let it ride. Just enjoy whatever he was offering for as  long  as  I  could  without  being  a  freak  about  it.  Because  I  liked  Cain.  I really,  really  liked  him.  Being  around  him  was  easy.  Fun.  So  damn  sexy. 

Everything  he  did  was  sexy.  The  way  he  moved,  the  way  he  talked.  The way he looked at me and touched me. It was all just hot. 

“Can  I  take  pictures  of  you  naked?”  I  asked.  “You  know,  for  later sexting.” 

“That’s not how sexting works. You’re not going to send me a picture of myself later.” 

He  had  a  point.  “Okay.  Well,  can  I  just  take  a  naked  picture  of  you  in case I want to masturbate back at school?” 

Cain had been drinking from the bottle of water and he actually spit it out on a huge laugh. It sprayed over the railing and all down his chest. “Holy hell, Soph. Give me some warning first.” 

“What? It was an honest question.” I really thought I would enjoy that. 

“Yes,  you  can  take  a  naked  picture  of  me.  But  I  don’t  want  a  naked picture  of  you  because  I  don’t  trust  that  cloud  shit.  I  don’t  want  some pervert somewhere looking at pictures of your body.” 

“But you don’t care if your naked pictures are in the cloud?” 

He shrugged. “Not in the slightest. It’s not like I have a future political career I might be jeopardizing.” 

“Only if you’re sure. And you don’t feel that I am objectifying you.” 

“You can objectify me all you want as long as you do that thing you do with your tongue afterward.” 

“What  thing?”  I  did  a  tongue  thing?  I  was  surprised  my  mother  hadn’t pointed that out as well. 

“Yes. You lick your lip. It makes me hard.” 

“Maybe I need lip balm.” I wasn’t aware I did that. I touched my lips to check for moisture. Normal levels. 

“Maybe you need my dick.” 

I opened my mouth to question how that would solve the problem when Cain put his hand over my lips. 

“Shh. It isn’t supposed to make sense. It’s called sexual innuendo.” 

“I knew that.” I did. Now that I thought about it. It just always seemed so silly  to  me  before.  But  with  Cain,  silly  or  not,  it  was  sexual.  It  was  an obvious  innuendo.  And  like  any  other  woman  it  got  me  hot.  “Though actually, that was too obvious to be innuendo.” 

“My favorite smart-ass.” He drank from the water bottle. “Sit down.” He gestured to a chair and took the other one. He sat back with a relaxed sigh. 

Personally, I didn’t want to sit on metal with my bare legs when it was only in the upper sixties so I stayed standing. “Aren’t you cold?” I asked. 

“Nope. Are you? Come sit on my lap.” He moved his eyebrows up and down and patted his legs. 

I wanted to say that was ridiculous and that I would never do that. That I didn’t understand why at twenty-four I would perch like a child on a man’s lap,  but  then  I  realized  that  wasn’t  the  point.  It  wasn’t  practical.  It  was intimate.  It  wasn’t  what  a  hookup  did.  It  was  what  a  man  who  was suggesting something maybe more might also suggest in order to encourage that maybe something more. 

So I went and gingerly sat on his leg, wrapping my arms around his neck. 

“Turn around so you can see the view.” 

I saw the view all the time. I would have preferred to look at him. That was a nice view to me. But he was already settling me between his thighs and  turning  me  around.  I  leaned  my  head  back  against  his  chest,  and  his

arms  came  around  me,  big  and  strong  and  warm.  It  should  have  felt oppressive. But it just felt wonderful. Comforting. 

We sat in silence. The good kind. It was starting to get darker, murkier, over the water. Unlike Bella, I liked the sound of the waves. Because of the constant  reliability  of  it.  There  was  nothing  random  about  the  tides  and  I respected that. It was soothing. I relaxed even farther into Cain’s embrace. 

“Why do you like math?” he asked after a minute. “What do you think it is about it that appeals to you?” 

This was an easy question. “Because every equation can be solved. There are answers. Mathematics is orderly. It’s not nebulous. I don’t do well with nebulous.” 

“I  don’t  even  know  what  the  fuck  nebulous  means  but  I  do  get  what you’re  saying.”  His  breath  tickled  my  temple.  “You  seem  like  a  girl  who needs answers. We’ve talked about this before.” 

“Yes, we have. And you said there aren’t answers. That you just have to deal with it.” I wanted to ask about Camp, but I didn’t want to push him to share  what  he  didn’t  want  to.  So  I  tried  to  hint.  “I  can  understand  your perspective now.” 

“Why,  because  you’ve  seen  my  messy  underbelly?  My  lack  of  control over my emotions?” 

I thought about that. Did he mean his drinking? I couldn’t say that I had seen him wildly out of control. He seemed contained, controlled, with me. 

“No.  I  don’t  think  you’re  as  messy  as  you  think  you  are.  I  just  meant because there will never be a conclusive answer for Camp’s paternity.” 

“I don’t want to talk about that, Sophie,” he murmured. 

He  didn’t  sound  angry.  Just  sad.  “But  if  you  want  to,  you  can.” 

Counseling  wasn’t  my  forte  but  I  wanted  him  to  understand  I  was sympathetic. 

“I don’t. You may be able to control your emotions but I need to ignore them or things will get ugly.” 

I  tried  to  glance  behind  me.  “What  makes  you  think  I  can  control  my emotions?” 

“Because  you’re  you.  You’re  too  smart  to  let  emotions  get  the  best  of you. You are ruled by logic.” 

Now  I  twisted  fully  so  I  could  see  him,  study  his  face  in  the  shadows. 

“I’m not a sociopath or a Vulcan. I have feelings. Lots of them. More than I want.”  Especially  with  him.  He  drew  out  feelings  in  me  that  weren’t precisely welcome. 

He studied me, his grip tightening on me. “I’m sorry. That sounded shitty. 

What are you feeling, Sophie Bigelow?” 

I  could  give  a  detailed  response.  I  could  list  all  the  emotions  running through  me,  of  which  there  were  plenty.  Contentment,  desire,  giddiness, excitement, some confusion, a little doubt. 

But I settled for the most prevalent. “Happy. That’s how I feel right now. 

With you.” 

For a second Cain didn’t speak and I wondered if I had pushed it too far. 

If I had made him uncomfortable. If he knew it was well and truly no longer just a hookup for me anymore. 

But then he said, “Me too, Red. Me too.” 

—

My first thought was panic. Then it was to fuck Sophie, take it back to sex. 

Strip her down and avoid emotion. Avoid it like the goddamn plague. 

But that wasn’t fair to do to her. And it wasn’t particularly manly. It was a pussy move and if there was one thing Sophie brought out in me besides desire, it was the urge to be a better man. 

So instead of bolting or redirecting to sex, I just held Sophie and enjoyed the touch of another human being. 

This didn’t have to be like the pain of holding Camp. 

It could heal instead of wound. 

It could be the simple connection between two souls wandering around mostly alone. 

Yet, that was the problem. 

Sophie relaxed against me, sharing her feelings, stirred up a need I didn’t know I had. A need to protect. To love. 

I  sat  there  as  long  as  I  could  before  the  urge  to  run  got  too  strong.  It heated  and  boiled  and  rose  until  I  couldn’t  sit  still.  My  foot  tapped.  My hand shook. My teeth ground together. I had to escape. I needed to breathe and I needed a goddamn drink. 

“Up,” I said without warning, tapping her on the hip. “I need to piss.” 

I didn’t really but it was a good excuse. I needed a second to get my shit together. “I’m going to grab another water too. Is that cool?” 

“Sure. You want me to show you to the kitchen?” 

“Nah.  I  can  find  it.”  I  was  already  into  her  room,  striding  toward  the bedroom door. “I’ll be back in a minute.” 

Run  away.  Run,  run,  motherfucker.  I  hated  my  reaction  but  I  couldn’t stop it. I needed to get out. I ran down the grand staircase and padded my way  across  the  house.  Motion  sensors  beeped  and  I  wondered  briefly  if  I was on security cameras in my underwear. Probably. 

Whatever. 

In the kitchen I pulled open the fridge and found bottled water. But then I opened the freezer, hoping there might be vodka in there. Not my drink, but no one would notice if I just put a finger in my bottle. Nothing but frozen strawberries and a pint of fake ice cream. The low-calorie shit. 

I  turned  around,  blindly,  forcing  myself  to  breathe  deeply.  In  and  out, damn it. I could do this. 

I  came  virtually  face-to-face  with  Sophie’s  sister.  I  schooled  my expression. “Hey, Bella. Nice to see you.” 

She had jumped a little and now she was holding her hand over her heart. 

“Crap, you scared me. What are you doing? Where is Sophie?” 

She  said  it  like  possibly  I  had  murdered  her  sister  and  now  wanted  a drink of water. “In her room. I was thirsty.” 

For a long second she just stared at me. She was wearing a tank top and tiny little sleep shorts. Bella was beautiful. No denying it. Long legs. Big tits.  Classic  facial  features.  But  she  did  nothing  for  me  now.  Not  a  damn thing. So I stared her down. I refused to be made uncomfortable. 

Sophie wanted me there. 

Finally, she looked away. “If you want a real drink I can show you the liquor cabinet.” 

“Is  that  a  trick  question?”  It  seemed  too  much  to  expect  her  to  be generous with me. 

“What?  No.  But  I  don’t  think  you  were  looking  for  ice  cream  in  the freezer.” 

I shrugged. She was right about that. “Bella, you know the way to win a man over.” 

That made her scoff. “Right. Sure, I do.” 

For  a  second  she  looked  vulnerable.  Upset.  But  then  she  smiled  and gestured. “This way. The booze is in the bar.” 

Music to my ears. “An actual home bar?” 

“Yes. My mother thinks it’s tacky. But my father wanted an English pub.” 

I followed her across the room and down a dark hallway. I really should have  gone  upstairs  and  retrieved  a  shirt  or  my  pants,  but  the  call  of  the bottle  was  stronger  than  the  need  for  convention.  She  opened  a  door  and flicked on the light. And damn, if we weren’t in an English pub. “This is a lot of wormy chestnut.” 

“What is wormy chestnut?” 

“Wood.” 

“Oh.” Bella made a face. “Grab a drink, whatever you want.” 

Something was off here. It still felt like a setup. Eyeing the shelves I saw brands and bottles I had never seen before in my life. Expensive bottles, no doubt. I wasn’t going to reach out and inadvertently drink some thousand-dollar scotch. “What are you having?” 

“A glass of wine.” 

In the midst of an impressive full-length bar, there was a wine chiller. She opened  it  and  pulled  out  a  bottle  of  chardonnay.  Bella  seemed  older,  less vapid,  than  she  had  the  night  I  met  her.  Tonight  she  wasn’t  interested  in having fun. She looked shrewd and tired. 

“I’ll have a glass of wine, then.” 

Hell,  I’d  already  sucked  down  my  mother’s  boxed  wine,  so  what  was another glass? Besides, it seemed more polite than just plowing through her

father’s  expensive  whiskey,  because  I  wasn’t  known  for  leaving  it  at  one small drink. Plus, there was no way in hell I was going to just reach around and start helping myself. I wasn’t raised in a fucking barn. 

“You don’t look like a wine drinker.” 

She was right. But it still annoyed me. I didn’t like the way I was feeling. 

I had wanted to escape my mother’s house. Then Sophie’s room. And now I wanted to escape this fake pub that reminded me of who I was and who I wasn’t.  A  drunk.  And  not  good  enough  for  Sophie.  “Then  give  me  a whiskey. Or wine. Or nothing. It’s fine.” 

“Touchy, touchy.” She expertly opened the bottle with a corkscrew. She pulled  out  two  glasses  from  a  cabinet.  “I  really  wish  you  were  wearing pants right now. I don’t know where to look.” 

Ah. Maybe that’s why she was so stiff herself. I made her uncomfortable. 

I wasn’t all that comfortable here either. I felt exposed, in every way. “I’ll stay  on  this  side  of  the  bar.  But  didn’t  you  go  to  college?”  I  asked.  “I thought  everyone  ran  around  in  their  underwear  in  dorms.  That’s  the  way they make it seem in movies and TV.” 

Bella gave a laugh. “I went to a boring college. No one was doing that.” 

“That’s good to know. And here I thought I had missed out on the best years of a guy’s life.” I was joking. I had never had a desire to extend my education, even with the promise of dorm parties. 

“You didn’t go to college?” 

I eyed Bella over the bar. “You know I didn’t go to college.” 

She  gave  me  a  look  of  bullshit  innocence.  “How  would  I  know  that?  I don’t go making assumptions about people.” She handed me the glass. 

I lifted it and drained it in two swallows. 

“Oh, my goodness.” She eyed me uneasily. “Do you want more?” 

“Sure.” I shrugged. 

Bella  took  the  glass  back  from  me  and  set  it  down  so  she  could  pour. 

“Listen, I’m sure you’re a nice guy and all of that.” 

I knew where this was going. “But…stay away from your sister?” That didn’t offend me. I knew that Bella had thought it was cute for Sophie to flirt with me. But to be hanging around, seeing her night after night? That

was a hell no. Not what she would want for her sister, and I could respect that. 

Bella  bit  her  lip  delicately.  “Something  like  that.  Sophie  is  very emotionally immature. She doesn’t know how to do what you are doing.” 

That was interesting. And irritating. “And what is it that I’m doing?” 

“Just having fun. She sees things as black-and-white.” 

Exactly. “Which is why she understands what we’re doing.” That seemed obvious  to  me.  Sure,  maybe  we  were  slightly  muddying  the  waters  by continuing to see each other, but I did not doubt for a minute that Sophie would tell me exactly what she was thinking at all times. 

“If you look at her experience dating, Sophie is basically fifteen.” 

That made me rub my jaw as she poured me more wine. “I don’t know a lot of fifteen-year-olds who can suck dick like that.” 

Bella’s  mouth  dropped  open  and  she  gasped.  “Oh,  my  God,  I  can’t believe you just said that!” 

“Well, it’s true. She’s not a little kid. She’s an adult, getting her PhD in mathematics.  Give  me  a  break.  She  doesn’t  need  you  treating  her  like  a kid.”  I  reached  over  and  took  the  glass  from  her  hand  and  repeated  my earlier chugging. 

“Sophie doesn’t know men like I do.” 

I set the glass down and turned around. “Thanks for the drink, Bella. It was a pleasure to see you again.” I gave her a wave and sauntered out of there,  no  longer  caring  that  I  was  in  my  underwear.  Her  attitude  toward Sophie  had  pissed  me  off  the  night  we  met  and  even  more  so  now.  Bella thought she had the market cornered on relationships. 

She  was  failing  to  recognize  that  Sophie  knew  what  she  wanted  and Sophie was always honest. It would weed out most of the dickheads who were playing games. Her straightforward approach would turn off flirts and charmers.  She  didn’t  need  her  sister’s  well-meaning  and  mostly  arrogant advice. 

Bella didn’t say a word to me as I left. 

When  I  got  back  to  Sophie’s  room  she  was  sitting  on  her  bed  with  her knees  up,  back  against  the  headboard.  She  had  shed  the  robe  and  was

looking at her phone. 

“Checking your social media?” I asked. “What’s going on in the world of brag and bait?” 

“I’m reading an article on the science of attraction. Did you know that if I think you smell good we have a fifty percent greater chance of sustaining a relationship?” 

I wasn’t sure what exactly she meant by sustaining a relationship, given that we weren’t in one. Unless she meant our physical connection. “That’s a shitty statistic given that you think I stink.” 

She  glanced  up  at  me  and  smiled.  “That  was  just  today.  The  first  time you kissed me I thought you smelled sexy.” 

It was ridiculous that it even mattered to me. I crawled up the bed. “Sorry I was gone so long. Your sister was in the kitchen.” 

“Oh, damn.” Sophie put her phone down on the nightstand. “That must have been awkward since you’re not wearing pants.” 

She  didn’t  look  concerned  about  it  though,  really.  She  looked  almost amused. My secret naughty girl. She might just be as much the black sheep of her family as I was of mine. 

“It  was  a  little  awkward  for  me,”  I  said  truthfully.  “But  only  because  I care about your feelings. Personally I don’t give a fuck. But she seemed a little shocked. She also warned me you’re emotionally immature.” 

Sophie  made  a  sound  of  exasperation.  “That’s  insulting.  But  typical. 

Apparently, knowing how to match your heels to your cocktail dress is the key factor in being considered emotionally together.” 

That  sounded  like  an  accurate  assessment  of  Bella.  “I  told  her  I  didn’t agree with her. That you know exactly what you want.” 

“I do,” she said confidently. “Which is more than I can say for my sister, honestly.” 

“I thought she was getting married next week.” I took her hand and laced her fingers through mine. “Cold feet?” 

“I think that her fiancé is a douchebag. I’m starting to think she might be aware of that fact herself and just a tiny bit concerned. But there is no way she’ll call this wedding off.” 

“No?”  I  was  distracted  by  her  legs,  which  were  brushing  against  mine. 

She had cute little knees. Just perfect skin. Everything about her so curvy and feminine. I rocked her knee back and forth until her legs fell open. 

“What are you doing?” she asked. 

I nudged her with my shoulder. “You know what I’m doing.” I turned and gave her a smirk. “You can’t pretend to be innocent anymore.” My buzz had never entirely gone away and the two glasses of chardonnay had given me a warm confidence. “But there is something we still need to do.” 

“What’s that?” she asked, biting her lip. 

Damn, I loved it when she did that. “On your knees, please.” 

Sophie thought a minute. Then she went on her knees. But not all fours. 

Just her knees. 

“Smart-ass.”  I  ran  my  hand  over  the  curve  of  her  delicious  little  booty. 

“Speaking of asses, what I meant was get on your hands and knees. Which I know you knew.” 

She gave me a sly little smile over her shoulder. “You said on my knees. 

I’m on my knees.” 

I felt heady, my cock already hard, my desire for her urgent and rough. 

As rough as I was, the guy who had no business being in this house. Being with this girl. But before it all got taken away from me, I was going to take what I could get. I wanted to remember her every possible way I could. I gripped the back of her head, twisting my hand into her hair. She gasped. 

“Down on all fours.” I pushed her forward. 

Her breath hitched but she obeyed. Her T-shirt rode up a little. I peeled her panties down over her hips, lifting her legs one at a time to remove the lace  panties  entirely.  “You  have  the  best  body,”  I  said,  running  my  palms over her hips. “And this position really shows it off. It makes me crazy.” 

“I  don’t  know  if  I  like  this,”  she  said,  glancing  back  at  me  over  her shoulder. “I don’t like not seeing you.” 

My nostrils flared. Ironic, her words. Because no one ever wanted to see me. Not really. I was easy to dismiss. Easy to ignore. Disregard. 

My  plan  had  been  to  take  her  hard  from  behind,  maybe  tug  her  hair  a little, smack that sweet, tender ass. But how could I do that when she had

such a sweet, simple thing to say? 

So I shoved her down, onto her stomach. She gasped. When I rolled her, her hair spilling over her face and neck, her eyes were wide. I yanked on her by the ankles, dragging her to the edge of the bed. Then I lifted her legs, which forced her to open farther for me, her ass lifting a little off the bed. 

“What are you doing?” She looked like she didn’t know where to put her arms. 

“Putting your feet on my shoulders.” 

For a second I thought she would argue with me. Her mouth opened as if to  question  or  protest.  But  then  she  was  just  obedient,  allowing  me  to position  her  as  I  wanted.  I  decided  I  didn’t  want  her  on  my  shoulders.  I wanted to grip her ankles, a little bit of a hogtie, and I surged into her that way. 

“Oh, my God,” she said, looking shocked. 

All I could think as my hard cock slid in and out of her tight heat was if I had  a  hundred  nights  with  Sophie  I  would  fuck  her  a  hundred  different ways, then start all over again. 

And never get tired of her. 
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Chapter 11

Cain was asleep in my bed. He was breathing steadily, a little sigh escaping his mouth with each breath. The fluffy white duvet was only covering one leg. He had kicked it off the other one closest to the edge of the bed. The room was dark but with the drapes open to the balcony still I could see the vast majority of his naked body. 

It occurred to me that if anyone had been night sailing they could have seen into this room. The nightstand lamp had been on when he had returned and first put me on all fours, then had flipped me and taken me in a way I had  never  specifically  visualized.  I  didn’t  think  that  position  would  work with a shorter man. It was his height that had forced him to haul my legs up so straight. Amazingly, it had worked. 

Everything he did worked. 

Wide awake, I studied him, unnerved by his presence here on the flip side of three in the morning. I hadn’t slept yet at all. It seemed my ability to self-soothe also depended on being alone in my bed. Having sex with him in it was one thing, but sleeping? It eluded me. I could feel every shift and turn he made. Every sigh. Every tug of the sheet. Every time he brushed against me I wanted to leap up and line a row of pillows between us. 

Yet, I didn’t want him to leave. 

I  was  lying  on  my  side,  just  watching  him,  a  yawn  overtaking  me occasionally.  I  had  climbed  out  of  bed  and  put  on  cotton  shorts  and  a  T-shirt,  in  hopes  my  standard  dress  would  bring  sleep  sooner.  It  wasn’t working. 

Cain rolled toward me. His eyes opened slightly. “Sophie,” he murmured. 

“Yes?”  Had  I  somehow  woken  him  up?  Maybe  he  had  never  been sleeping. 

“Stop  staring  at  me.  I  can  feel  your  eyes  on  me.”  He  reached  out  and tapped my nose. “You’re cute but you need to chill.” 

“I can’t sleep.” I was too out of my routine. My body was tired and sore but my mind wouldn’t quit racing. I was aware of the fact that I had given another  first  to  Cain.  I  had  never  spent  the  night  with  a  guy.  Though  if  I didn’t close my eyes, I might not tonight either. He might just get up and go home. 

“Come here.” He pulled me up against him, his hand on my ass. He gave my forehead a soft kiss. 

I was worried this intimacy, physical closeness, would actually make my insomnia  worse.  But  then  he  started  to  hum.  It  wasn’t  even  a  song  I recognized,  but  it  gave  me  a  focus.  His  eyes  were  closed,  and  mine followed suit, drifting shut. I steadied my breathing, and found the rhythm of his voice, the vibration rolling over me. It drowned out everything else, my  thoughts,  my  questions.  Then  he  was  singing,  something  about  lost souls, but it didn’t matter. His whiskey-smooth, or maybe whiskey-soaked, voice was relaxing. Soothing. 

When I woke up it was still dark out, but his hand was still on my hip. 

My face close to his. I jerked back, shocked I had slept at all. Rolling onto my back, I sucked in a breath of air that hadn’t been expelled by him, and grappled for my phone. Five twenty. Over two hours sleeping in his arms. 

That was amazing. 

Cain didn’t even stir. He looked deep down in a sleep brought about by hard day labor, drinking, and lots of sex. But even as I was debating getting up to use the bathroom his alarm blared. It startled the shit out of me but he didn’t jerk. He just rolled, his arm shot out, and he swiped it off. Then his eyes popped open and he stretched. 

“Got to go to work, baby.” He hauled himself up into a sitting position, sighing heavily. 

“Are  you  serious?”  It  wasn’t  even  6  a.m.  and  we  had  been  up  forever. 

Plus, he had drunk a large amount of who knew what. “I had no idea you had  to  work.  We  shouldn’t  have  stayed  up  so  late.  You  shouldn’t  have drunk.” 

I didn’t mean that as a judgment, more as a concern for the horrible day that lay ahead of him. I was horrified that I might have contributed to his misery. 

Cain gave me a look. “You know, my father can be a total idiot but the one good piece of advice he gave me was that it doesn’t matter what you do the night before, just get your ass to work. That’s advice I have always lived by. Because of it I’ve never been fired from a job.” 

I  was  pretty  sure  I  was  not  that  tough.  “That’s  an  admirable  quality. 

Though I feel guilty I kept you up late.” I propped myself up on my elbow. 

But Cain just smiled. “No regrets here.” He stood up and scratched his shadow of a beard. “I’ll text you later.” 

“Okay.” 

On  his  way  around  the  bed,  he  reached  out  and  squeezed  my  shoulder. 

Then he pulled on his jeans and T-shirt and he was gone, closing my door behind him. 

I lay there awake now, wondering about him. About his tenacity. A lot of people  would  perceive  his  drinking  as  weakness,  and  it  was  definitely  an escape.  A  coping  mechanism.  But  there  was  something  tenacious  about Cain  that  appealed  to  me.  He  was  actually  determined  to  hold  on  to  his anger. 

Maybe because he was afraid if he let that go he would drown in sorrow. 

But  I  was  not  one  to  read  people  with  any  ease  so  I  didn’t  presume  to know the truth of what was in Cain’s head. 

My  phone  rang,  startling  me  out  of  my  thoughts.  It  was  my  mother.  I sighed and answered, knowing she would just call back. “Hello? Mom, it’s five thirty in the morning here. I’m asleep.” 

“You don’t sound asleep. I’m sorry, It’s six hours ahead here in France. 

We’re about to catch our flight and I can’t get in touch with Bella. She’s not answering her phone.” 

I yawned, rolling my eyes at the ceiling. “She’s sleeping, I’m sure. The sun hasn’t even risen yet.” 

“Or she was up late. I got a phone call from security and they said there was  a  man  in  our  kitchen.  In  his  underwear.  With  Bella.”  Her  voice  was shaking  with  outrage.  “If  that  girl  is  having  an  affair  a  week  before  her wedding I will disown her.” 

I was more amused than I should be. I had forgotten about the security cameras in the common areas of the house. Fortunately, they didn’t extend

to the bedrooms. “No one under forty has an ‘affair.’ I’d just like to point that out first. Second of all, Bella would never do that. You know that. He was here with me. He’s my…” I searched for an appropriate term. “Friend.” 

“Oh, thank God.” My mother expelled a huge sigh of relief. “I can’t have anything go wrong before this wedding.” 

“Seriously, you know Bella better than that.” My sister would never cheat on Bradley. It was not the way she was wired. She was definitely not our father’s daughter. 

“You’re  right.  You’re  right.”  She  took  a  deep  breath.  “Wait  a  minute. 

Sophie Jane, why did you have a man in his underwear in the house in the middle of the night?” 

I  was  wondering  when  she  would  catch  on  to  that.  “We  were  hanging out.” This would only be more awkward if he was still in bed beside me. 

“Is this that tour guide you were talking about?” 

I sat up. There was no falling back asleep after this. “Where did you get tour guide from? He’s a lobster fisherman.” 

“I don’t care what he is. Just don’t get attached.” 

“I thought you always wanted me to spend less time studying and more time dating. Only no nerds. That was always also your rule—no nerds.” It had always been a tremendous mystery to me how my mother thought her quirky genius daughter with a literal approach to life was supposed to date anyone other than a nerd. “So no nerds. No lobster fishermen. Anyone else I should scratch off the list?” 

She sighed. The deep sigh where she was debating if she should mention how much like my father I am. “I don’t know why you have to argue with me.” 

“I’m  not  arguing  with  you.  I’m  just  establishing  your  elusive parameters.” 

“I have to go,” she said crankily. “Just stop bringing strange men into the house.  I  have  to  explain  this  to  your  father  now  and  he’s  going  to  be devastated.” 

I  highly  doubted  my  dad  would  be  devastated  to  know  that  his  nearly twenty-five-year-old daughter had a sex life. I think up to this point he had

been a little concerned that I did not. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Have a safe flight.” Because there wasn’t anything else she wanted me to say. 

She gave me a begrudging goodbye and ended the call. 

I had a text from Cain. 

 Hi. 

With a kiss emoji. 

My cheeks flushed. I didn’t know how to respond. Did I kiss back? Did I just say hi? Did I tell him I had fun? I actually debated waking my sister up to ask her what the hell I should type but I figured she would strangle me for ruining her beauty sleep when Bradley was due to arrive the next day. 

But I was saved from my flirt dilemma by him sending another text. 

 You busy around five? Meet me at the dock. 

 For what? 

Then I added:  I’m not busy. 

 I can show you how we trap lobster. Since you didn’t think it was real. 

That made me smile. 

 Sounds educational. I’ll be there. 

But I whispered out loud, “This isn’t smart, Sophie. Not smart at all.” 

—

I  spent  the  whole  fucking  day  thinking  about  Sophie.  To  the  point  that  I barely spoke and Liam actually commented on it. 

“Dude, are you okay? You’re not swearing or bitching at all today.” 

I was known for that. It was my special fun personality. I glanced over at him and smirked. “Aw, you miss me. That’s so fucking sweet.” 

He made a face. “Sorry I mentioned it. Go back to keeping your pie hole shut.” 

We were stacking traps but I was straining to see the docks. I was tired, my  muscles  aching  from  lousy  sleep  and  a  hard  day’s  work,  but  it  didn’t bother  me.  I  liked  it  that  my  body  reminded  me  that  I  wasn’t  numb.  Or dead. That I was alive and kicking despite the abuse I subjected myself to. 

And today I wanted to be alive because today I was going to see Sophie. 

I could admit that to myself. 

She made me forget all the shit that dragged me down. 

Which was why I found myself fighting a grin when I saw her walking down  the  dock  and  pausing  to  look  around.  I  knew  it  was  her.  I  would recognize that body anywhere. Her hair was whipping around in the breeze and she raised her hand to her forehead to scan the bay. I waved. She waved back. 

“Who  is  that?”  Liam  asked,  far  too  much  interest  in  his  voice  for  my taste. 

Liam was a gossip. But while I had no intention of explaining myself, I realized I couldn’t care less about what he spread around town. This wasn’t like  talk  about  Camp.  This  wasn’t  me  looking  like  a  complete  idiot.  This was normal stuff. Seeing a girl stuff. I decided I liked this stuff. For today. 

“She’s a friend.” 

Liam grunted as he lost his grip on a trap. “Like a friend you play poker with or a friend you play  strip poker with?” 

“None of your business.” 

“That tells me everything I need to know.” Liam sounded smug. 

I didn’t care. As the captain brought us in to dock, I blew off my duties and jumped off the boat. “Hey,” I said to Sophie. “You found me.” 

“I  asked  around,”  she  said,  sticking  her  hands  into  the  front  pockets  of her jeans. “You seem to be notorious. Everyone knows who you are.” 

Everyone  knew  who  all  the  Jordans  were.  “That’s  because  I’m  fucking awesome.” 

Sophie appeared to have one outfit. Jeans with a different T-shirt daily. 

The  glory  of  that  tight  black  dress  had  most  likely  been  her  sister’s  idea. 

The  eyelashes  had  been,  for  sure.  This  T-shirt  was  pale  gray  and  was actually  a  little  see-through,  which  I  approved  of,  and  I  didn’t  mind  her casual wardrobe. It fit her. Her mind was too preoccupied with other things to have room for fashion. 

It had been hard to crawl out of bed that morning and leave her behind. I knew she hadn’t slept well but I was glad she hadn’t booted me out of her bed right after I pulled out. Which I had been half expecting. She had been awake  when  I  fell  asleep  and  awake  when  I  woke  up.  While  I  felt  guilty about that, I also kind of liked it. Seeing her intense gaze on me as soon as I dragged  myself  out  of  a  drunken  slumber.  It  amazed  me  that  she  didn’t seem  to  care  about  my  drinking.  She  never  gave  me  a  sidelong  look  of disdain or worry. 

There  had  been  a  lot  of  women  who  had  tried  to  offer  me  advice.  To suggest that I drink less. Or settle down with them, because the love of a sweet girl would obviously fix all my nasty shit and dirty habits and lack of fucks to give. But what they never understood was that I had once thought I’d  had  the  love  of  a  sweet  girl  and  she  had  turned  out  to  be  an accomplished liar with a dark need for hurting me the deepest way possible. 

Sweet  girls  were  good  for  sucking  my  dick  and  nothing  more.  It  was  all superficial,  all  a  bunch  of  bullshit.  All  words  and  winks  and  selfish manipulation. 

What  it  meant  when  someone  wanted  to  change  you  was  that  they wanted you to become more of what served them best. 

Maybe that was the beauty of dating a genius. Sophie was smart enough to know you can’t change another person. 

“You look hungover,” she said. 

Trust Sophie to keep it real. “I am hungover a little. But mostly I’m tired because I couldn’t sleep with a certain mathematician hottie staring at me all night.” 

Her cheeks got a tinge of color. “It wasn’t all night.” 

“Who’s your friend?” Liam asked, his voice nosy and booming. I decided the crew and I needed to chip in and get the guy a hooker. He had too much

free time on his hands. 

I turned and gave him a dirty look. “This is Sophie.” I turned back and rolled  my  eyes  at  her.  “This  is  Liam,  the  guy  without  a  girlfriend,  for obvious reasons.” 

“Fuck off, Jordan,” Liam said. Then he smiled at Sophie. “Nice to meet you.” He clapped me on the back, hard. “See you on Monday.” 

“Yeah. Have a good weekend, man.” 

“Nice  to  meet  you  too,”  Sophie  said,  though  she  wasn’t  even  really looking at Liam. She was looking at me. 

It felt amazing and powerful. I had this girl’s attention. Fully. She wanted me. Not just to have her own ego stroked. But because I made her feel good physically. Which, yeah, I was proud of that. 

Peeling  my  work  gloves  off,  I  reached  out  and  touched  the  ends  of  her hair, flipping them up. “I’d kiss you but I don’t want to embarrass you.” 

Sophie gave me a curious look. “Why would that embarrass me?” 

“You  just  said  I’m  notorious.  You  probably  don’t  want  to  associate yourself  with  the  town  fuckup.”  As  soon  as  the  words  were  out  of  my mouth I realized it sounded like I was fishing. I wasn’t. I was just speaking truth. 

“How  are  you  the  town  fuckup?”  she  asked.  “You  aren’t  the  one  who cheated and it seems like you show up for work every day. You pay your rent  and  your  bar  tab.  Nothing  you  do  is  illegal,  that  I’m  aware  of.  Your biggest  vice  is  your  drinking,  obviously,  but  you  still  appear  to  be functioning to me.” 

If Sophie wore glasses she would have pushed them up on her nose right then. But she didn’t and her words just hung in the air between us. Damn, the  girl  just  cut  through  all  the  bullshit  and  said  it  like  it  was.  Maybe another  dude  would  be  offended  by  her  comment  about  the  drinking  but overall I felt like she was giving me a huge-ass compliment. She was saying in the grand scheme of people fucking up, I was not the worst. 

There wasn’t a whole lot I could or wanted to say to that though. I didn’t want to talk about feelings or shit or why I did what I did or say thanks for acknowledging I did, in fact, pay my rent, thank you very much. Instead, I

just figured this was her very lengthy way of saying that I could kiss her in public. 

So I did. 

I  leaned  down  and  took  her  mouth,  my  hand  sliding  up  her  cheek.  Her skin was soft, her lips smooth and warm. She sighed into me and I closed my eyes briefly, wanting to capture that sound, remember it forever. Funny how  I  had  thought  originally  that  in  the  distant  future  it  would  be  Sophie who would remember me, the guy who was her first, and yet I had a feeling it was going to be me, who would be sitting in a dark bar, nursing a drink, remembering the girl who had blinked at me with owl eyes and spoke truth. 

“Come here,” I said as I pulled away. “You need to see a lobster boat.” I took her hand in mine, lacing our fingers together. 

Liam was still loitering, pretending to be tying his boot. I frowned at him and  he  gave  me  a  look  of  “What  the  fuck”  as  his  eyes  dropped  down  to where mine and Sophie’s hands clasped. 

Whatever. He could mind his own damn business. 

I  could  hold  hands.  I  could  have  a  friend.  That’s  what  Sophie  was becoming. A friend. So fuck him. 

“What are you looking at?” I asked. 

Liam put his hands up. “Nothing, geez. Where the hell am I supposed to look?” He stood up and turned toward Sophie. “If you need rescuing from this idiot just let me know.” 

But Sophie being Sophie didn’t precisely pick up on the guy banter. She just said, “I find it very curious that you’re the third man to suggest that I could do better than Cain but you profess to be his friends. Isn’t that a little bit  insulting  to  both  him  and  me?  You’re  assuming  I  am  not  intelligent enough to make good choices when faced with a penis, and that he is going to treat me poorly.” 

I couldn’t help but laugh. “She told you, Liam.” 

Liam  wasn’t  a  dick  like  Christian.  He  actually  looked  mortified.  “I wasn’t saying…” 

But he didn’t seem to know what to say beyond that so he just shook his head  and  said,  “See  you  Monday,  Jordan.”  Then  he  all  but  ran  down  the dock. 

“Did I offend him?” Sophie asked. 

She didn’t fool me. “You know you scared him. You also know exactly what you’re doing. I don’t buy your ‘I don’t pick up on social cues’ crap.” 

For a second I thought she was going to protest. Then she just gave me a sly smile. “Maybe.” 

That made me laugh. “I think I’ve got you figured out.” 

When we got to the boat my captain, John, gave me a look similar to the one  Liam  had.  Apparently,  no  one  expected  me  to  be  walking  around  in daylight  with  a  girl.  Everyone  was  eyeing  us  with  the  wonder  usually reserved for a total eclipse of the sun. 

“Who’s  this?”  John  asked,  trying  to  sound  casual  and  not  to  grin.  He failed at both. 

“This is Sophie. She thinks lobster are grown on a farm and shipped to restaurants so I thought I would show her reality.” 

“I  do  not!”  Sophie  said.  “I  just  said  I  thought  it  was  a  commercial venture.” 

“Unless  you  consider  a  guy  with  a  ton  of  debt  a  commercial  venture  I would say you’re a little off base. But come on board and Cain can show you around.” 

John was in his early fifties, fit from years of hauling traps, and a decent guy. He demanded a lot from his crew, but he was also fair. “John let me apprentice  under  him  and  I’ve  been  with  him  ever  since,”  I  told  Sophie. 

“You can’t own or captain a boat if you don’t have a license, and you need someone licensed to apprentice you.” 

“Cain may not look pretty but he gets the job done,” John said. 

I  stepped  onto  the  boat,  still  in  my  waders.  Sophie  stood  on  the  dock, eyeing me with horror. She was actually swallowing hard. 

“What’s the matter?” I asked. 

“I don’t know. I’m feeling an irrational sense of fear of flotsam.” 

John  laughed  then  said,  “Sorry,  I  didn’t  mean  to  laugh.  I’ve  just  never heard anyone put it quite like that.” 

“You don’t have to,” I told her. “It’s okay.” I was disappointed, though I wasn’t sure why. But I felt like I wanted to share my life with Sophie. Not

share my life as in be with her, but show her I wasn’t just the guy sitting on a barstool. 

“No, it’s fine.” She took a deep breath and held her hand out to me. 

I took her small hand in my callused one and helped her onto the boat. 

“Don’t worry, there are no actual lobster on board right now. We off-loaded them at the floating market. So nothing is going to run up and pinch you.” 

“Now I’m just disappointed,” she said, complete deadpan. 

John laughed. So did I. 

And fucking fuck, there it was. A sense of pride that Sophie was with me. 

Pleasure that she wasn’t just some ordinary girl who simpered and squealed and faked fear. She was different and she was mine. 

I watched her curiously glance around, taking in everything in her view. 

Her ass looked adorable in those jeans and I had a sudden urge to reach over and smack it. I didn’t, but it took some serious self-control. 

Something happened in my chest that made me want a drink. It was a big fist reaching in and squeezing my heart and it almost dropped me. 

I realized that Sophie, with her logic and her no-bullshit style, had taken a  crowbar  and  pried  open  the  locked  vault  to  my  feelings.  Just  a  crack  at first, but now she was pushing, and it was yawning open with a rusty growl. 

And I was okay with that. 
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Chapter 12

It wasn’t the rocking of the boat that had given me pause, but the odor and the fluids. It wasn’t like a crime scene, per se, but there was dampness and indicators of flesh and blood, which was unexpected since they trapped live lobster.  “Why  is  there,  um,  blood?”  I  asked  Cain  as  I  stepped  gingerly, already  planning  to  toss  my  sneakers  in  the  washer  that  night.  Or  the garbage. 

“It’s from the bait. We skewer it.” 

Cain was smiling at me, like he was proud of what he did. I imagined he should  be.  It  seemed  a  career  that  worked  well  with  his  schedule  and personality,  and  he  had  said  the  pay  was  decent.  Being  served  a  lobster dinner made people happy, no doubt about that. I liked lobster myself. But this was why I had probably deluded myself that lobster were trapped in a much more clinical way. Like Cain had teased me. A giant vacuum. Easier not to consider the rather briny reality of it. 

I wasn’t sure why he wanted me here, exactly, but damn it, I was a girl, with all the feelings that girls had. I liked that he wanted to introduce me to people  he  worked  with.  It  felt  very  boyfriend  and  girlfriend  and  I  was honestly a little giddy about that. We had a thing. It wasn’t exactly a hookup anymore. It was a thing. 

“Why do you skewer it?” 

He looked at me like that was a dumb question. “Because.” 

“Because why?” 

The corner of his mouth turned up. “Because because.” 

Now I was smiling along with him. I couldn’t help it. We were getting silly with each other. Because something was happening and we both knew it. “Because because why?” 

“Because  I  said  so.”  And  he  reached  out  and  picked  me  up  around  the waist and hauled me to him. “Come here.” 

I involuntarily let out a yelp. I didn’t mean to but I hadn’t anticipated his move. I sucked in a breath and it had nothing to do with his work clothes and  anything  that  might  transfer  from  them  to  my  own  shirt  and  jeans.  It was  because  when  my  body  collided  with  his  I  got  turned  on.  Always. 

“Why?” I asked, just to be a smart-ass. 

Cain  laughed.  “You  can  ask  me  as  many  questions  as  you  want,  you know. I might not have the answers, but you can always ask me.” 

I had been laughing, but now I sobered as I stared into Cain’s pale blue eyes. Why did that seem so monumental, so vital? Maybe because everyone else  who  had  professed  to  care  about  me  at  some  point  or  another  was always  irritated  by  me.  Stop  asking  questions,  Sophie.  Zip  it,  Sophie.  I don’t know the goddamn answer, Sophie Jane, Jesus. 

“You’ll be sorry you said that,” I told him. 

But he shook his head slowly. “I’m never sorry for anything I do.” 

The bizarre thing was I believed him. He didn’t seem to have guilt over his drinking. Or anything else for that matter. There was probably someone who would say he took advantage of me. But they would be wrong. 

“So  you  won’t  be  sorry  when  you  do  me  later?”  I  murmured  in  a  low voice, channeling my best Bella flirting advice. 

Cain released my waist. “Not in the fucking slightest. Just the opposite. 

Now, stop talking dirty to me in front of my boss or I’m going to embarrass myself by getting a hard-on.” 

“Stop,  you  are  not.”  But  then  I  glanced  down  at  his  crotch  without thinking  and  he  sucked  in  a  breath.  There  was  something  going  on  down there. Yikes. Or more like, yes. I did that. 

But  maybe  it  was  time  to  change  the  subject.  I  had  a  lot  of  questions about lobstering and I figured that was a safe topic. “So how many traps are on the boat?” It looked like a lot. I was staring at them, calculating rows and height. 

“Eight hundred is the max per boat. I’m not sure how many John has. Six hundred?” He called over to John. “How many trap tags you got?” 

“Six  hundred  and  thirty-eight,”  I  said.  “Unless  something  is  obscuring my view of various rows.” 

“I think around six hundred and forty,” John said. “I don’t have the room for all eight hundred. Boat’s too small.” 

I shot Cain a smug look. 

“What?” he said, shrugging. “You were two short.” 

I punched his arm. 

His eyebrows shot up. “Oh, you’re going to pay for that later.” 

I laughed again, because it was easy to laugh with him. 

But he leaned over and kissed me, cutting off my laugh. Then he pulled back and studied me intently. “You’re brilliant, I admit it. And I find that fucking sexy.” 

The  rocking  of  the  boat  wasn’t  the  only  thing  making  me  feel  dizzy. 

“Thank you,” I whispered. 

How horribly ironic it was that the guy who was supposed to be nothing, just  a  convenient  cock,  stripping  me  of  my  virginity,  had  become  a  man who  validated  me.  Who  made  me  feel  less  of  a  freak.  In  that  moment  I realized I was falling hard for him and that scared me. 

My  mother  was  right.  It  wasn’t   The  Notebook.  I  couldn’t  marry  the lobster  fisherman  and  sit  back  and  watch  him  drink  himself  to  death.  Or maybe in a year or two he would realize no ex-girlfriend was worth ruining his own life and he’d walk away from the booze, but I had my doubts. That was a pain that ran deep and I totally got that. 

Nor could he marry me and not grow to resent the shit out of my family’s money  and  my  career,  which  would  keep  me  in  Boston.  There  were  no fantasy  futures  to  be  had,  especially  not  when  Cain  was  knee-deep  in  a family feud with his brother. I am known for being practical. For assessing the situation and seeing the stark truth of it. 

But this truth was one I didn’t want to face when I was standing on a boat in the beautiful bay with a gorgeous man holding me and telling me that I was fucking sexy. 

So  I  asked  questions  and  he  answered  and  we  enjoyed  the  hell  out  of each other’s company. 

And we had dinner like a couple, where he only had two drinks. Then he took me to his house and fucked me hard from behind and I never wanted

my education to end. Ever. 

—

When I came back home at midnight my parents were in the house in the living  room.  My  father  was  watching  golf,  which  seemed  amazing  to  me that he had found golf on that late. My mother was losing her shit. 

“Where the hell have you been?” she asked me, looking outraged. 

This  was  her  grandstanding  as  usual,  given  that  I  had  texted  her  that  I was out with a friend. I hadn’t meant to stay that late at Cain’s but he had very persuasive methods. “I went out to dinner.” 

Bella  was  dozing  on  the  couch,  which  struck  me  as  odd.  She  wasn’t  a person  who  took  naps  and  she  didn’t  fall  asleep  anywhere  other  than  her bed. “Is Bella okay?” 

“She has a migraine.” 

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.” I was starting to get a little worried about my sister. She seemed to have lost her pleasure in planning her wedding and was now just stressed out. Which was probably normal, but it made me sad for her. This was all she had ever wanted and she didn’t seem to be enjoying it. 

“Are you, Sophie?” my mother snapped. “You are being so selfish right now.” She picked up her wineglass and sipped from it while I stared at her, not comprehending what the hell I had done wrong. “Bella needs you and you’re off having some sort of  Dirty Dancing moment.” 

“I thought I was acting out  The Notebook,” I said, and instantly I knew being a smart-ass was a really bad idea. My mother was on the edge. 

“Damn it,” she seethed. “This is not funny! Ned, tell your daughter this isn’t funny.” 

“This isn’t funny,” my dad said automatically. 

I took off my shoes and held them gingerly in my hands. I felt somewhat sheepish, though I still didn’t see what the big deal was. “I’m sorry, Mom. 

I’m not trying to be flippant.” Okay, I was. And she knew it. But I was high on another night of fantastic sex with Cain and her  Dirty Dancing comment had been stupid. 

Though I had to admit I could see the similarities. I was Baby the virgin and Cain was Johnny the bad boy. Or the big bad wolf. The thought made me smile. 

“Why are you grinning?” 

My mother was still dressed in linen pants and a shirt that I imagined she would  call  a  blouse.  My  mother  was  the  oldest  fifty-five-year-old  on  the planet. She had the sensibilities of a woman in her eighties. 

“I was thinking about something.” Something that involved Cain’s large cock and what it could do to me. But I had to keep that thought to myself. 

“Is there something you need me to do? I can help if you actually assign me a task.” That was me taking a little jab at her unwillingness to allow me to do anything for this wedding. 

“I don’t want to talk about it.” She waved her hand and turned back to her wine. 

I made eye contact with my father, who shrugged. In the past five years his hair, once dark like mine, had gone gray, and he’d gained a few pounds, but it never seemed to stop women from wanting to have sex with him. It’s a  bizarre  reality  to  know  your  father  is  a  cheater  and  your  mother  most likely knows and doesn’t care. Or maybe does care, but cares more about her image than about his infidelity. 

“I’m going to bed.” I wanted to toss my sullied shoes in the trash and I didn’t want to get too close to either of them. I suspected I smelled like sex, which would be very awkward. 

I  ditched  the  shoes  in  the  kitchen  wastebasket  then  ran  up  the  stairs before my mother could start harassing me again. I was so glad I was years out from living under the same roof with her. Being at this house twice a year with my parents for vacation was plenty of time together. She seemed to have completely forgotten that I was on the verge of turning twenty-five years old. Not sixteen. 

When I got upstairs my phone buzzed in my hand. 

 Good night, my sexy smart-ass. 

I’m not going to lie. I slept hugging my phone that night, which was not part of my usual routine. 

Maybe Cain had become part of what soothed me. 

That was hugely ironic and dangerous. 

—

I had teased Sophie that I would be her dirty secret but neither of us was making any effort at all to hide what we were doing. I paraded her sweet little ass around town, like fuck yeah, look at me, being normal. Dating a girl. And not just any girl. A fucking Harvard genius. We got a lot of raised eyebrows but Sophie didn’t seem to notice. I caught every one of them and I knew what the locals were all thinking. 

I didn’t deserve her. 

I didn’t. 

But  she  wanted  me  and  I  wanted  her  and  if  there  was  one  thing  I  was good at, it was living in the moment. 

I  was  staring  into  the  window  of  a  woman’s  clothing  store,  mentally taking  the  red  dress  off  the  mannequin  and  placing  it  on  Sophie’s  curves, when  she  came  up  beside  me,  breathless.  I  had  been  waiting  for  her  to sneak away after a family dinner in town. Glancing down at her, I gave her a smile. “How was dinner?” 

“Boring.”  She  went  up  on  her  tiptoes  and  leaned  toward  me,  clearly wanting a kiss. 

Yeah. There it was. Fucking emotion I didn’t even know what to do with. 

Because when she reached for me, I wanted to take her to me and keep her there  forever.  But  I  kissed  her  anyway,  a  tender  kiss,  where  I  cupped  her cheeks and let it be real. 

A bump on the glass of the store window drew my attention away from Sophie.  I  glanced  over  and  saw  an  employee  changing  the  shoes  in  the display. But she barely registered. What I mostly saw was me and Sophie reflected back at me. Her hands were on my waist, mine on her face. 

Just  a  man  and  a  woman,  together,  like  a  hundred  others  wandering around this town. But for the first time in fucking forever, I saw happiness in my expression. 

It felt amazing. But it also scared the hell out of me. 

I had promised myself I wouldn’t drink tonight. Sophie only had a couple of hours. There wasn’t even time to sneak back to my house and have sex. 

So  I  had  vowed  to  be  sober  and  decent.  But  now  I  wanted  the  kiss  of whiskey, a chaser after the sting of Sophie, the realization that I could enjoy this all I wanted, but it wasn’t going to last. 

“What did you tell your parents?” I asked her, turning, not wanting to see myself anymore. 

“I told them the truth. You know I can’t really lie particularly well. So I just said I wanted to see you. My mother lectured me on birth control and how you might just be using me for my father’s money.” 

While I would never want Sophie to be dishonest, sometimes her truths were a little kick in the dick. Of course her parents would think I would be a risk,  a  potential  gold  digger.  It  was  logical.  But  it  still  pissed  me  off. 

“There’s a lot of things I want but money is not one of them, Soph.” 

As for the birth control topic, I wasn’t touching that with a fucking ten-foot  pole.  I  trusted  Sophie  wasn’t  stupid,  and  was  on  the  pill,  even  if  we weren’t also on point with our condom use. 

“I know. But she’s worried I’ll fall for you.” 

I  searched  her  face,  curious.  I  wasn’t  sure  if  she  was  just  relaying information  or  getting  at  something.  “Would  that  be  such  a  bad  thing?”  I asked. Then I answered my own question. “Actually, yeah, it would. You’re smarter than that.” 

But her big, brown eyes were wide and dark and drew me in. She opened her mouth, but then she shut it. Her hands fell off my waist. “Let’s go to the park.” 

There  it  was.  The  nothing  I  had  been  anticipating.  I  clenched  my  jaw, swallowing hard, my throat tightening. And again, the craving. The flare of my nostrils, the hot wave of anger that seemed to crash through my veins, a brutal impatience with reality, and the driving need to escape. 

Alone  I  would  have  walked  straight  into  the  bar.  But  I  made  twin  fists and said, “Sure.” Ninety minutes. I could do this. 

But then I spotted a familiar figure. “Ah, fuck.” I shook my head. I didn’t need this shit right now. 

“What?” Sophie asked. 

“That’s  my  mother  across  the  street.”  With  Camp.  At  the  goddamn  ice cream parlor. “She saw me so I can’t dodge her.” Which I really wanted to do. I didn’t feel capable of dealing with her fretful optimism. 

“Oh.  Do  you  not  want  her  to  know  we’re…seeing  each  other?”  Sophie sounded a little vulnerable. 

“No, that’s not it.” I wasn’t sure how to explain it. “She’s just annoying.” 

She was also waving frantically, gesturing for me to come over there. When I  didn’t  react  she  actually  cupped  her  hands  around  her  mouth  and  called my  name.  People  were  starting  to  stare.  “Jesus.  Do  you  mind  if  we  walk over and say hi?” 

“I don’t mind.” 

In  fact,  Sophie  sounded  curious.  That  was  fucking  unnerving.  Sophie curious  during  sex  was  amazing.  On  the  street  it  was  unpredictable.  With anyone else, that didn’t matter. With my mother, it could get real weird real fast. 

“Hey,”  I  said  to  her  after  we  crossed  the  street.  I  sounded  like  a  sullen asshole. Which was exactly how I felt. “Did you want something?” 

My  mother  frowned  at  me.  “Goodness,  someone  is  cranky.”  She  had Camp in a stroller and was seated on a bench spooning ice cream into his mouth. He was waving his fists and kicking his feet. 

I crossed my arms across my chest without even meaning to. 

“I’m Lorraine,” she said to Sophie. “Cain’s mother.” 

Because yeah, I was a dick who hadn’t done introductions. “Mom, this is Sophie,”  I  interjected,  angry,  but  still  capable  of  being  ashamed  of  my behavior. 

“Nice to meet you,” Sophie said, reaching out and offering her hand to my mother. 

“You  too,  sweetie.”  My  mother  beamed,  which  made  me  roll  my  eyes. 

“I’ve heard you’ve been spending a lot of time with my Cain.” 

Was there anything more irritating than your mother using a possessive with your given name in front of the girl you’re fucking? Nope. Nothing. 

“Oh,” Sophie said, giving a nervous laugh like she wasn’t sure what to say. 

Because who the hell knew what to say to that? 

“So  you’re  in  college?  You  must  be  a  smart  girl.”  She  tucked  her  hair behind her ear and spooned another bit of ice cream into Camp’s mouth. 

Holy shit, this was going from bad to worse. 

“I am,” Sophie said. 

That made me grin briefly. It always cracked me up when she refused to bow to social conventions and pretend to be demure. 

“Well, then, maybe a smart girl like you can fix Cain.” 

Amusement  gone.  I  glared  at  my  mother.  “I’m  not  a  fucking  broken lawnmower. I don’t need a mental mechanic.” 

“Watch your mouth in front of the baby.” 

I was feeling ugly and I didn’t appreciate her reprimanding me in front of Sophie. “Yeah, well, at some point he is going to have to learn his mother is a whore.” 

It takes a lot to piss my mother off. I mean, like a veritable shit ton. But she was as fiercely protective of Camp as she had been of us when we were kids and people around town had trash-talked my father and our family. 

So  I  can’t  say  I  was  exactly  surprised  when  she  set  the  ice  cream  cup down  and  stood  up  to  face  me.  “What  is  wrong  with  you?”  she  asked, sounding genuinely puzzled and hurt. “You of all people should know how it feels to have the sins of a parent put on an innocent child.” 

She  was  significantly  shorter  than  I  was  but  I  instantly  felt  small.  She was right. I knew that feeling all too well. I was about to apologize but she turned to Sophie. 

“Sometimes  I  think  there  is  no  fixing  this  one,”  she  said.  “Be  careful, Sophie.” 

That  was  worse  than  a  slap  in  the  face.  My  mother  always  believed  in me. She never doubted for one minute that I could recover and move on and be  an  awesome  human  being.  That  she  might  just  have  thrown  in  the proverbial towel on me shocked the hell out of me. 

“Take care,” she said, reaching back and grabbing the ice cream cup. She unlocked  the  stroller  wheels  and  pushed  Camp  down  the  sidewalk,  away from us. 

I didn’t know what to say to Sophie. I didn’t know what to feel. Sophie didn’t speak either and I couldn’t look at her. 

“I  need  a  drink,”  I  said  finally  when  the  silence  drew  out,  painful  and weighted. 

All she said was, “I know.” 

So we walked to the bar and her silence was almost as comforting as the whiskey bottles lined up behind the countertop. 

—

I don’t know how to comfort anyone. Not really. But my silence—because I had no clue what to say to Cain—seemed to be exactly what he needed. Yet, it still made me feel hopelessly inadequate. I couldn’t do what his mother had asked of me and fix him. But I could be his friend. His lover. His no-judgment drinking buddy. 

Because I had no right to suggest that I would be any smarter than he was if our roles were reversed. 

So I sat beside him and nursed a beer while he threw back a couple of drinks with lightning speed. His mood had been sour and dark. I sensed he felt  guilty  for  his  comment  about  Camp’s  mother.  Which,  in  my  opinion, was  just  him  speaking  the  truth.  But  it  wasn’t  Camp’s  fault.  And  people sometimes don’t want to hear the truth. 

I  should  have  been  worried  that  my  own  mother  was  going  to  barge  in and drag me away. I wouldn’t put it past her. She was not feeling this whole relationship with my “tour guide.” I wish the same could be said for me. 

It  was  clear  Cain  was  hurt  by  his  mother’s  comment  that  he  might  be beyond  fixing.  I  wanted  to  cup  his  cheeks  and  stare  into  his  eyes  and convey to him that I thought he was amazing. That his anger was justified. 

But that maybe he should want something better. Something more. 

With me. 

And that last part was precisely why I didn’t say anything. I wasn’t sure if my motives were pure or not. I had the niggling fear that I was just being selfish, wanting Cain. 

We  were  dancing  around  the  topic.  Had  been  for  days.  I  sensed  Cain wanted to reach for it as much as I did. But then I got terrified that I was reading  the  cues  wrong  and  he  was  just  having  fun,  an  extended  hookup. 

That I was a distraction from the usual routine of his life. 

“Do you like baseball?” Cain asked, gesturing to the TV. 

The Red Sox were on. “I mean, I don’t dislike it. I wouldn’t call myself any sort of expert though. I’ve never been to a live game.” 

He looked at me like that was the most insane thing he had ever heard. 

“What  the  fuck?  You  grew  up  in  Boston  and  you  have  never  been  to  a baseball game?” He shook his head. “That’s criminal.” 

“My father didn’t think I would be interested.” 

“That’s  bad  parenting  right  there.  It’s  every  father’s  responsibility  to subject his children to his love of baseball. What they do with it from there is on them, but he should have at least tried.” 

That amused me. I propped my chin on the palm of my hand. “He had other priorities. Like making money and having sex with women who were not his wife.” 

“For  real?”  Cain  shook  his  head  when  I  nodded.  “That’s  some  fucking bullshit right there.” 

I shrugged. “I was a weird kid. He was an unemotional guy. You do the math.” I pointed my finger at him and smiled. “Get it? Do the math.” 

Cain grinned. “Ba dum bom. Don’t quit school for comedy, kid.” 

“That’s  the  second  time  you’ve  suggested  a  mathematics  degree  is  the most appropriate course for me.” 

His mouth opened and his expression was enigmatic. But then he closed his mouth again and shook his head slightly, a sly smile on his face. “It’s true.” 

It felt like he had been about to say something else but he just took a sip of his drink. Watching him brought it home to me again how surreal this all was. He was so damn gorgeous. The kind of good-looking guy, so built and hot,  that  other  girls  would  envy  me  and  my  position.  As  they  should.  He made sex amazing. 

Needing to confirm his presence I reached out and pinched his arm. He was real. This was real. His skin was warm beneath my fingers and rolled when I squeezed. 

“Hey!” He looked at me, amused. “What the hell was that for?” 

I  just  shook  my  head.  I  turned  my  glass  around  and  around  in  circles, focusing on the sound it made, scraping against the wood top of the bar. It soothed me. Darryl interrupted my OCD moment. “You need another drink, Sophie?” 

I shook my head. “I have to leave in a minute, but thanks.” 

“She’s sneaking out to be with me,” Cain said, making me sound like a rebellious teen. 

“I’m twenty-four years old,” I said. “I don’t need to sneak around to see a guy.” 

“Yeah, well, this isn’t the guy to take home to your parents,” Darryl said. 

“Fuck you,” was Cain’s opinion on that. 

Darryl grinned. “You two look good together. I hate to admit it.” 

Cain looked embarrassed. “Go wash a glass or something.” 

Darryl left, laughing. 

Cain pinched my arm in return. He winked at me. “I’ll take you to a Red Sox game someday. I promise, Sophie Bigelow.” 

My heart swelled. I suddenly felt like I wanted to cry because I wanted the movie ending. I wanted more with Cain. A future. 

I blinked hard so he wouldn’t see. 

Cain walked me to the hotel my parents were at. They were checking out the ballroom for the wedding and were eventually going to notice the hour I had said I would be gone had stretched into two. 

The water looked beautiful and the air was warm, clean. There were lots of tourists strolling through the town and they didn’t pay any attention to us. 

Cain  was  wearing  a  black  T-shirt  with  his  cross  necklace  dangling prominently. He had on dark jeans that made me think far too much about what he looked like naked. 

“I love this song,” he said. 

There  was  music  piped  through  the  speakers  of  a  restaurant,  wafting down  the  sidewalk.  It  was  a…hair-band  ballad?  Maybe?  It  was  nothing  I had ever heard in my entire life. “I don’t know it,” I said. 

He  made  a  sound  in  the  back  of  his  throat.  “What?  First  baseball,  now only the greatest band that ever existed?” 

“I’ve led a sheltered life apparently.” 

Cain stopped walking. “Come here.” 

“What?”  I  looked  at  him,  bewildered.  He  had  his  arms  held  out  to  me. 

“What are you doing?” 

“Let’s dance.” 

He  didn’t  appear  drunk  but  that  sounded  a  little  crazy.  “We’re  on  the sidewalk.” 

“Would you prefer the grass?” 

My heart was racing and I was confused, but excited. This didn’t happen to  me.  Men  didn’t  want  to  dance  in  the  middle  of  town  with  me.  I tentatively reached out my hand to him. None of this was logical, but God, it was romantic. And I was just as easy to convince as any other girl. 

He  took  me  in  his  arms  and  began  to  dance  with  me  with  a  grace  that stunned me. He was light on his feet, maybe from all that time on the open water. He had great balance. Cain looked down at me, a slight smile on his lips  as  he  sang  the  words  to  me.  Words  about  love.  Part  of  me  wanted  to close my eyes and breathe in, try to capture this moment and hold it to me forever. But if I closed my eyes I wouldn’t be able to see his. 

And those eyes…God, they drilled into me. I swallowed hard as he held me in those strong, callused hands, his thighs brushing against me. 

I was falling in love with Cain. 

He bent down and kissed the corner of my mouth. I felt everything I had told myself I wouldn’t. A deep longing, a swelling of happiness, an ache for him. 

The song ended. 

He  twirled  me  in  a  full  circle  and  cupped  my  cheeks  with  his  hands.  I stared up at him, terrified. There was no answer to this. He was right. There were no answers. “I have to go,” I whispered. 

To my surprise, he easily let me go. “Have a good night, my pretty little genius. Text me later when you’re alone and naked.” 

But I shook my head. “I can’t do this, Cain,” I blurted out. 

His head tilted and the smile fell off his face. “What do you mean?” 

“I  can’t  do  this.  I…I’m  getting  too  attached  to  you.  I  promised  myself and you I wouldn’t do that, but I can’t stop it.” I pressed my hands on my cheeks. “I can’t see you anymore or I’m going to get hurt.” I knew it would have been much cooler to just ghost him or go back to Cambridge and then cut off any communication, but that’s not me. I’m not cool. I’m just honest and awkward. 

I thought he would be angry. But he just shook his head. “I would never hurt you on purpose.” 

“I know that.” I did. Or I thought I did. But I meant that he would hurt me unintentionally when I wanted something he couldn’t give me. 

And I was positive he knew that. 

“Go to your fancy dinner shit,” he said. “And text me later.” 

It  sounded  demanding.  Even  a  little  sexual.  I  already  knew  I  would. 

Because, for the smart girl, I was being a total idiot. 

He gave me a wink and starting backing up. There was a couple in the restaurant dining alfresco and they were watching us. I realized the guy was the driver who had taken me home the first night, when I left the bar with Cain. 

He  was  watching  us  with  naked  curiosity.  The  woman  with  clear astonishment. 

Cain  shook  his  head,  giving  a  dangerous  laugh.  “What?  You  have something to say, Brian?” 

I didn’t wait to hear where it went. I quickly walked down the path to the front door of the hotel. Needing to run. To be away from his influence. His temptation. 

But that night I touched myself until I shattered, Cain’s face on my phone screen, inches from mine. “That’s it, Red,” he said. “So fucking sexy.” 

I felt wild, like Little Red Riding Hood must have when she burst forth from the wolf’s belly. Triumphant, adrenaline on high, my skin alive. 

I imagined this was how Cain felt about alcohol. He had to have it. 

I had to have him. 
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Chapter 13

I hadn’t had sex with Sophie in days and it was making me edgy as fuck. 

Even the booze wasn’t giving me the usual sense of complacency, of easy numbing  escape.  I  just  sat  in  the  Thirsty  Moose  and  thought  about  how damn much I wanted her. How pathetic was that? 

So when she told me she was going out on Wednesday with her sister’s friends  for  a  bachelorette  party,  I  figured  there  were  only  about  four different places they could be and I was going to check them all out until I found  her.  Odds  were  she  would  be  wearing  another  tight  dress  and  I wanted to see that almost as much as I wanted to see her naked again in my bed. 

Four nights without her under me was three and a half too many. I was sure  I  could  convince  her  to  come  home  with  me  at  least  for  an  hour without her parents being on to her. 

But after cruising past three out of the four likely locations twice I had come to the irritating conclusion that they must be in the one place I did not want to go. The bar Christian worked at. Damn it. 

It  was  warmer  tonight  than  it  had  been  and  I  had  already  had  a  few drinks. My face felt hot and I felt pissed off. Where the hell was Sophie? I had known she would be busy with her family but I had expected to see her more than I had. But she had said her mom was giving her crap for blowing off Bella and that she couldn’t get away. I believed her. If Sophie was sick of slumming with me she would be honest and just tell me to fuck off. 

But  she  had  tried  to  tell  me  to  fuck  off.  When  I  had  lost  my  goddamn mind and had insisted she dance with me on the sidewalk. She had tried to tell me she was getting too attached and didn’t want to see me anymore but I had refused to accept it. And she had given in to me. It was a dick move. I was being selfish and I knew it. 

There was no way I could let her go just yet though. She was the only thing good in my life and I knew when she left I would have to go back to

boat, stool, bed. Repeat. I wasn’t ready to reclaim my bleak existence. 

Yet, I had told her I wouldn’t hurt her on purpose and I knew, I just knew in my gut I already was. I should have the balls to let her go. 

The thought pissed me off, churned my gut. 

I had to see Sophie. 

I waved to a guy I knew from the docks who was sitting by the door at the Moose and headed out into the night. Christian had been tending bar at Camden  House  for  at  least  two  years.  Maybe  three.  I  wasn’t  allowed  in there, technically. But rules were for pussies. 

The key was to saunter in cool and calm. Like I belonged there. 

I spotted the bachelorette party immediately. They stood out among the granola fake farmers and the transplants who had opened up artisanal butter shops and shit in town. And they certainly looked nothing like the girls who had  grown  up  here,  who  lived  in  tank  tops  and  denim  shorts.  These  girls were wearing tottering high heels, very small outfits, and lots of makeup. 

All  except  Sophie.  She  had  her  pink  Converse  on  again,  like  the  night we’d  met.  This  time  she  didn’t  have  on  a  dress,  which  I  found  a  little disappointing. She had on one of those girl outfits that was like shorts and a top attached to each other. It would be awesome to strip off her but it wasn’t my favorite look. Not enough cleavage. 

There were six girls total, including Bella and Sophie. Bella was wearing a white dress and when she turned I saw she had on a sash that said BRIDE. 

The other girls had sashes that said I DO CREW. Sophie looked bored, though she was wearing the sash. I would have thought she would have refused but apparently, she was doing her best to keep her sister happy. 

The reason I never came to this bar was ninety percent Christian and ten percent  because  they  played  dance  club  music.  It  pounded  on  my  skull. 

While watching girls dance was no hardship on the eyes, the music killed the vibe for me. 

I was planning to stroll past them to the bar without speaking to Sophie but she turned when I was five feet behind their party as if she sensed me. 

She gasped, then smiled. She mouthed “hi” to me and I wanted to go to her and steal her. Take her home with me and never let her go. 

Giving  her  a  nod,  I  decided  the  hell  with  it.  I  walked  right  up  to  her, tugged  her  to  me,  and  kissed  her  with  four  days’  worth  of  tamped-down desire and neglected hard-ons. She didn’t even have time to make a sound of protest before my tongue was taking hers. 

When I finally broke away and smiled at her, she was breathing hard and blushing, just a little. “Hi,” I said. 

“Gross,” her sister, Bella, said. 

I  turned  and  gave  Bella  a  smile.  “Congratulations  on  your  upcoming wedding. I won’t crash the party. I just wanted to say hi to Sophie.” 

“I  think  you  just  got  her  pregnant,”  one  of  the  other  girls  said,  fanning herself. “Holy moly, that was hot.” 

Yet  another  girl,  a  brunette,  eyed  me  curiously.  “Who  is  this  hunk  of hotness, Sophie? I had no idea you could get such amazing coastal cock in this little town.” 

Coastal cock? Wow. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. 

“Wait,” said Girl Number Three. “I thought you were our bartender. Does that tongue swipe come with the drink special?” 

They all snickered. All except Bella and Sophie. 

“He’s not our bartender,” Sophie said. “That’s his twin brother.” 

“Oh, my God, there are two of you?” the brunette said, leering at me. 

Someone  had  clearly  been  deep  into  the  vodka  already  because  she looked predatory and glassy-eyed. “It’s a mind fuck, isn’t it?” I asked her mildly. Then I squeezed Sophie’s hand. “I’ll talk to you later. Have fun.” 

“Thanks,” she said, and she looked like she wanted me to rescue her. But I knew she had to stay whether she wanted to or not. Family obligation and all that shit. 

I could have gotten a table but I hated waiting on a server. Besides, I was feeling reckless and a little mean. I decided irritating Christian by sitting at the bar was worth irritating myself in the process. 

When  I  got  to  the  bar  Christian  was  already  eyeing  me  with  curiosity. 

“So what brings your sorry ass in here?” he asked. “I’m guessing it has to do with one Sophie Bigelow.” 

“Don’t  say  her  name  out  loud,”  I  said,  sitting  on  a  stool.  “It  pisses  me off.” 

“Everything pisses you off.” 

“Mostly just you,” I said. “Give me a shot of Crown.” 

I needed a hot burn, all straight down my throat, not something to sip. 

Christian just stared at me. I hated when he did that. When we were kids he  had  never  done  that.  He  had  been  the  energetic  one,  the  rough-and-tumble, hyperactive wild child with impulsive tendencies. I had been more intense, more calculated. Him trying to assess me or whatever the hell he was doing was a new thing and I hated it. It’s an odd thing anyway to have to look at someone whose genetics are identical to your own. Obviously, it wasn’t precisely like looking in a mirror, but growing up I had wished that I could just be solo. Just me. Not one of “the twins.” Fortunately, my mother was  a  lot  of  things  but  not  organized  enough  to  dress  us  in  coordinated outfits, so we had escaped that scarring fate so many twins endured. 

“Stop staring at me, you fucking weirdo,” I finally said when he made no move to get my drink. I was getting even angrier. Maybe coming here had been a bad idea. I felt agitated, my leg bouncing up and down. I could sense Sophie behind me, but I couldn’t have her. That was frustrating as hell. 

“You know eventually we’re going to have to talk about stuff.” 

Oh, God. When the hell had he become a guy who wanted to talk? “What stuff?” 

“Camp. I know you blame me.” 

I rolled my eyes so hard I almost fell off the stool. “Of course I do. That’s the  stupidest  fucking  thing  you’ve  ever  said  to  me.  No  one  grabbed  your dick and stuck it where it didn’t belong. But don’t worry. I blame Ali too for being a whore, so you’re not alone on the list of people I wouldn’t piss on if they were on fire.” 

“As  long  as  you’ve  moved  on.”  Christian  turned  his  back  on  me  and grabbed the Crown Royal. 

“What am I supposed to do? Just forgive you? Would you do that if you were in my position?” What a bunch of bullshit. Why did people who did terrible  things  always  demand  forgiveness?  Forgiveness  allowed  them  a free  pass  to  behave  like  a  shitty  human  being.  Forgiveness  absolved  their

guilt, eased their conscience. But they didn’t deserve that. They should pay. 

Because if they didn’t pay, they would do it again. Or something different but just as horrible. 

“I don’t owe you anything,” I added. 

“I just want you to hear me out.” 

“Save it. I don’t want a bunch of excuses.” I took the glass he set down and pulled it to me. I gripped the glass, caressed it, lifted it to feel the heft of  the  weight.  They  used  cheap  barware  here  because  the  crowd  was younger. It wasn’t satisfying, not the way the glasses at the Thirsty Moose were. Those made you feel like you were holding something solid, stable, important. This felt like a letdown. 

“Aren’t  you  at  least  a  little  curious  how  it  happened?”  Christian  asked, sounding pretty damn sincere. 

I  snorted.  “I’m  pretty  sure  I  know  how  it  happened.  You  took  your clothes off and stuck your dick in my girlfriend and she made those stupid orgasm  noises  she  always  made.  Those  annoying  whimpers.”  I  lifted  the glass  and  took  the  Crown  down  in  one  swallow.  I  was  heading  in  a  dark direction.  I  should  probably  leave  and  go  to  a  different  bar.  One  where  I wasn’t looking at a mirror I wanted to punch. 

“It wasn’t like that.” 

“So you were in love?” I sneered at him. “Is that it? She claimed to be mistreated  and  lonely  or  some  other  bunch  of  bullshit  lies  and  you  were there  for  her?  It  was  magical  and  you  never  meant  to  hurt  anyone?  Fuck off.” I shoved my stool back and pulled out my wallet. I was going to get in a fight if I stayed. I got out a ten-dollar bill and wadded it up. I threw it at Christian and it bounced off his chest. “Keep the change, motherfucker.” 

“Grow up,” he told me. 

Right. Because he was just riding the wave of maturity. 

“Ali is back,” he said. 

That knocked the wind out of me. For a second I felt overwhelmed by a wave of hurt and anger and disappointment. I had loved her, had imagined a future together. I had been a decent boyfriend. Now my brother was trying to give me details on how they wound up fucking the shit out of each other

in our bed. And telling me the cowardly bitch who had abandoned her child had reappeared. 

I realized it didn’t matter. “So?” I said in the most scathing voice I could muster. Though I did glance around like she might be in the bar. 

“She wants to see Camp.” 

That  figured.  She  made  herself  scarce  then  changed  her  mind.  Typical Ali. 

I  decided  not  to  waste  my  breath  saying  anything  else.  I  walked  away from  the  bar  and  straight  past  the  bachelorette  party,  ignoring  Sophie  and her sister’s friends. I headed back to the Moose. But I did text her. 

 Let  me  know  where  you  end  up  tonight.  I’ll  get  you  and you can come home with me. 

I was expecting rejection. I knew I was being pushy. She had to hang out with her sister. 

An  hour  later  she  hadn’t  answered  me.  But  I  was  drunk  and  I  wasn’t going to back down. I wanted her. 

I  wanted  her  to  do  that  thing  she  did,  where  she  made  me  forget everything that sucked and made me laugh. 

So I went back to get her. 
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Chapter 14

I  wanted  Bella  to  be  happy  and  to  enjoy  her  bachelorette  party  but  I  was reaching the end of my ability to squeal at random intervals and consume a fruity  drink  through  a  penis  straw.  I  didn’t  know  any  of  her  friends  well except for Kennedy, who she had been friends with since high school. For the most part they ignored me and for the most part I was okay with that. 

My role was silent observer to the party. 

Stifling  a  yawn,  I  made  an  attempt  to  take  a  picture  of  Bella  but  she yelled at me. “Ew, stop! I wasn’t ready for that.” 

“It’s  candid.  I’m  capturing  a  beautiful  moment  with  you  and  your girlfriends. It’s spontaneous, not posed.” 

“Delete it!” Bella was super-drunk. Her words were slurred. She pointed a manicured fingernail at me. Coffin-cut acrylics. I knew that’s what they were because she had told me three times. 

It was unusual for Bella to get trashed. She didn’t like losing control like that  and  she  didn’t  need  the  social  lubricant.  She  was  far  too  worried usually about how sloppy behavior would reflect on her. This actually had me  a  little  concerned.  The  whole  week  had  been  weird.  She  didn’t  seem happy so much as she seemed manic. 

“Okay, it’s gone,” I said, pretending to delete the photo. I wanted to look at it later and see if she looked as off as I thought she did. I was glad I had made  the  decision  to  stay  sober.  I  had  only  had  one  beer  so  far  and  one girlie shot the other bridesmaids had forced on me that tasted like flavored water. “Are you okay?” I asked her, knowing what the response would be, but feeling compelled to inquire nonetheless. “Maybe you shouldn’t drink anymore.” 

Bella snorted. “Everything is fucking awesome. Everything is great. I’m getting  married,  Soph.  Fucking  married.  And  I’m  going  to  drink  until  the bar closes. Because I can.” 

Being  a  babysitter  to  a  gang  of  drunk  women  wasn’t  my  usual Wednesday night but I figured I didn’t have much choice. I wasn’t going to convince  Bella  to  go  home.  This  was  her  second  bachelorette  party.  The first had been the “real” one, a cruise out of Baltimore to the Bahamas, that we  had  allegedly  surprised  her  with.  Meaning  my  mother  went  to  great lengths to pretend Bella had no clue, packing a bag for her and creating a whole bait and switch of going to a concert in Baltimore and then jumping on a ship. Also allegedly, I had planned the whole thing. Which of course the wedding planner had done, not me. I had spent the majority of the three days bored, ready for all events in ten minutes while the other girls spent ninety  minutes  getting  themselves  primped  to  eat  dinner.  But  it  had  been fine overall. No objections. 

This little outing seemed an unnecessary add-on to what had frankly been a damn nice bachelorette trip. This was like a desperate, last-minute attempt to be wild by a woman who was not wild. Or something like that. I had no clue what was going through her head. 

Cain had texted me a couple of times and I wanted to answer, but at the same time I didn’t because there was no way I could meet up with him and I didn’t even want to be tempted. It was so easy to be tempted with Cain. But I  couldn’t  manage  his  intensity,  his  kisses,  when  Bella  seemed  to  be determined to jump on the Hot Mess Express. 

Christian had been watching the bachelorette party all night. He seemed to  be  flirting  with  all  Bella’s  friends,  and  even  a  little  with  me.  Which disgusted me. But Bella seemed oddly interested in him. She kept insisting she go to the bar to get another round and she had taken some selfies with him,  which  seemed  way  weird.  I  hoped  like  hell  she  wasn’t  drunkenly posting them on Snapchat. 

“Give me your credit card,” she said, holding out her hand to me. “I lost mine.” 

“You  lost  your  credit  card?”  I  gaped  at  her.  “Isn’t  that  Bradley’s  credit card?” I had seen it. A little black thing with his name on it. Not good. “You should text him and let him know so he can cancel it.” 

“I’m not texting him. Tonight is all about me.” 

Tonight  was  all  about  vodka.  “Let  me  go  get  the  drinks.  What  do  you want?” I was not handing her my freaking debit card. She might lose that too. 

“Get me whatever.” She waved her hand, rolling out her bottom lip in a look that she would never do in public sober. Ever. 

“K.” I jumped off my chair and walked to the bar, texting Bradley about the credit card. The guy deserved a heads-up. 

He texted me back immediately. 

 No big deal. I’ll cancel it. Hope Bel is having fun. 

Loads of fun. 

I wasn’t sure that was entirely accurate but I wasn’t about to get involved in their relationship at all. I went up to Christian at the bar. I wished there was  someone  else  to  order  a  drink  from,  but  he  was  it.  “Hey,  can  I  get  a cranberry  juice  with  a  small,  almost  nonexistent  splash  of  vodka?”  That way I wouldn’t have to lie to Bella if she asked if it had vodka in it, but it might increase her ability to metabolize the alcohol already in her system if she was not continuing to drink more. 

“Are you pretending to be a cool girl?” he asked with a smirk. 

“No.”  I  didn’t  like  him.  I  couldn’t  like  him  after  what  he  had  done  to Cain. I didn’t explain anything further. I couldn’t care less what he thought of me. 

When I took the plastic cup and turned around I drew up short. “Oh! Hi.” 

Cain was standing behind me. 

I had figured he had gone home by now. But not only was he standing there, he had a stormy look on his face. He was pissed I hadn’t texted him back, that was obvious to me. The wolf wasn’t hiding. He was out in full force. I actually shivered. I had never seen his anger directed at me and it was intimidating. I didn’t like it. 

“You didn’t answer me because you’re too busy talking to my brother?” 

His voice was low, drawn out. 

Yep. Very angry. But I wasn’t taking responsibility for that. “I ordered a drink for Bella,” I said. “She’s trashed. And I didn’t text you back because I

was afraid if I did I would beg you to take me away from here, where I’m stuck being the world’s worst babysitter. It’s not a role I excel at.” 

“You could have just told me that in a text.” 

“You’re  right.”  I  didn’t  say  anything  beyond  that.  I  wasn’t  going  to apologize  for  not  being  in  constant  communication  with  him  when  I  had made it perfectly clear this night was about Bella and I had sister shit to do. 

He may not like that, but too bad. 

But then there was a flicker of vulnerability in his eyes that melted my heart. “Can I just have one drink with you?” he asked. “Then I’ll leave you alone.” 

“Yes,” I said. “But explain to me why you’re angry. I didn’t do anything wrong.” 

“I’m angry because I’m fucking walking around and all I can do is think about you. And want you.” 

My eyes widened. I didn’t know what to say to that. “I want you too.” 

Because I did. I wanted more than the hookup. I wanted the fantasy that my mother said was stupid and unrealistic. I wanted Little Red Riding Hood to have  her  big  bad  wolf  and  I  had  tried  to  tell  him  that  but  my  attempts  at self-preservation had been weak at best. 

“What do you mean?” he asked. “Because what I mean is I want you. For real.” 

“That’s what I mean too.” I was never one for talking in circles and he knew that. “And you know that. So that’s that.” 

Cain’s eyebrows shot up. “That’s that?” 

“Yes. Now let me take this to Bella and you can order me a beer if you’d like.”  I  couldn’t  do  super-romantic  in  a  bar  on  the  tail  end  of  Bella’s bachelorette party, aka the shit show. Romantic was a challenge for me on the best of days, but this was not the environment I could let it shine in. 

Apparently,  Cain  felt  the  same  way.  He  just  said,  “Okay,”  and  shifted himself around me to the bar top. 

Bella was talking to some guy in a plaid shirt. I handed her the drink. She sipped it and made a face. “Ew. There is like zero vodka in here.” 

“No, I watched Christian to make sure he put it in there.” Truth. Just not a lot. 

“I love you,” she said, leaning over and giving me a sloppy kiss on the cheek. 

“I love you too. Do you mind if Cain stays for one drink with me then leaves?” 

“That’s so fine,” she said, slurring her words and waving her hand. “Oh, my God, it’s so stinking cute that you have a boyfriend. Your bae is like so dark and dangerous. Soph, I didn’t know you had it in you, girl.” 

I almost wanted to laugh. Fortunately, she was dragged off by her friends to dance with a group of guys wearing plaid shorts. I was watching them, marveling at their ability to gyrate, when Cain sat down. “Bella called you my bae,” I told him. 

He snorted. “I’ve been called a lot of things but never that.” 

“It’s a good look on you,” I teased. 

For being a man who had just told me he wanted to be with me he didn’t look very happy. He looked just as agitated as he had when he walked in the door. “So what did Christian say to you?” he asked. 

The question was so out of left field I just stared at him. “He said I owed him seven dollars for Bella’s drink.” 

He had gotten himself a drink, of course, and he lifted the glass to sip it, brooding and intense as he stared at me. “Do you think that I should have fought Christian for custody of Camp?” 

It was a mine field but I was never one to know how to navigate social traps. “I thought your mother has custody.” 

Cain frowned at me. “Technically. But the courts and everyone else think Christian is his father. Even though there is no way to prove that.” 

It was loud in the bar and this seemed like such an irrational time to have this conversation. “Maybe we should talk about this tomorrow.” 

“So that means you do think I should have fought for him.” 

Getting upset, I reached across the table and touched his hand. “Cain. It’s just loud in here. Let’s talk tomorrow when I can actually hear you and we have some privacy.” 

He didn’t say anything for a second. Then he said, “Sure. That’s cool.” 

That was not very reassuring. 

Especially  when  he  added,  “You  see  that  blonde  at  the  bar?  That Christian is trying desperately to ignore?” 

I turned automatically. I saw her. She was with two other girls and was laughing loudly, darting glances over at Christian between sips of her fruity drink. “Yes.” 

“That’s Ali. My ex. Camp’s mother. Apparently, she’s back in town.” 

I  was  both  astonished  and  instantly  jealous.  She  was  pretty,  like  Bella. 

Coy, flirtatious. I don’t know what I was expecting from the chick who had abandoned  her  baby.  An  ogre?  A  drug  addict  or  a  woman  who  wore  her callous  bitchiness  on  her  face.  Not  like  any  other  twenty-something  girl with long hair and contoured cheeks. She was the reason Cain sat in the bar night  after  night.  Which  made  her  powerful  and  I  resented  that.  My emotions  all  rose  and  collided  and  I  started  to  ask  Cain  what  that  meant, how  he  felt,  but  at  that  moment  I  heard  a  scream  and  turned  to  see  Bella throw up all over Kennedy. It was like  The Exorcist. It shot out full force. It was Kennedy screaming in horror. 

I stood up but Bella was already running to the restroom. I accidentally bumped into a guy. 

“Whoa,” he said, reaching out to steady me. 

I tried to move to the right to get past him but he moved to the right as well. Then we both moved to the left. He laughed. “We’re dancing.” 

“Sorry,” I said with an automatic polite smile. But then I realized I had forgotten  my  purse  so  I  sat  back  down  briefly  to  snag  it  from  under  my chair. 

The guy started to move on past our table, giving Cain a glance. 

“What  the  fuck  are  you  looking  at?”  Cain  asked  the  guy,  who  looked startled. 

I was startled too. I’d never seen him get jealous before. “He just glanced over here,” I said. “Calm down.” 

“I’m not going to calm down. What are you doing with my girlfriend?” 

Cain asked him. 

“Nothing,” the guy said, shaking his head. “Jesus, man.” 

I felt guilty that we had stayed there, at the bar where his brother worked. 

But  then  I  realized  I  couldn’t  take  responsibility  for  that.  It  had  been  his choice  to  come  here  in  the  first  place  and  his  choice  to  stay  even  after seeing Ali. “Cain. It’s fine. Now let me go see if Bella is okay. She clearly needs to be taken home.” 

He ignored me. “Do you want to fuck her, is that it?” Cain asked the guy, his  voice  steely.  He  stood  up,  knocking  the  chair  back.  It  tipped precariously, but righted itself. 

The guy was already walking away but he paused with a scoff. “Dude, your girlfriend isn’t that hot. I wouldn’t worry about it if I were you.” 

The disdainful tone of his voice shocked me. I felt my cheeks heat with embarrassment.  I  could  feel  eyes  on  us,  the  stare  of  the  curious,  the judgmental. There was no way Ali could have heard this conversation from where she was at the bar but when I glanced over I saw her watching us, murmuring to her friend behind her hand. 

I was the first one to admit I wasn’t a traditional college girl, and my goal was not to enter a room and have every man’s eyes on me. But no one likes to be told they’re irrelevant. 

“What did you say?” Cain asked. His voice was low, edgy. Nasty. 

I didn’t know this Cain and I didn’t like him. “Sit down, Cain,” I told him in a low voice. “It’s not a big deal.” For whatever reason I was afraid, not used to violence or being a problem-solver. He was going to start an actual fight  with  this  guy  for  an  accidental  bump  that  was  half  my  fault.  It  was ridiculous.  Maybe  it  was  admirable  that  he  wanted  to  defend  me,  except that I knew that wasn’t what this was about. It was about him being pissed off about Ali being in the bar. 

His outrage had nothing to do with me. 

Which made me feel even more irrelevant. 

He reached down and picked up his glass and took a sloppy swallow. He wiped his mouth and slammed the glass back down so hard I jumped. Then he  turned  and  grabbed  the  guy  by  the  shirt.  “Say  that  to  my  face, motherfucker.” 

I  grabbed  my  purse  off  the  floor  and  slung  the  strap  over  my  shoulder. 

Bella needed to be my concern, not his histrionics. “Bella needs me,” I said, my voice louder than I intended. I tried to lower it, but I was too angry, too hurt. I dug in my pocket for my phone so I could call a ride for Bella. 

Cain whirled. “I need you!” he shouted, his face furious. 

What  the  hell?  I  had  a  horrifying  feeling  I  might  cry  and  there  was  no way I wanted him to see that. 

Without any warning, he flipped the table onto its side with a huge crash and  a  nasty  curse.  Startled,  I  jumped  back  with  a  gasp  as  my  beer  went flying and sprayed all down the front of me. For a second I was too stunned to  move  or  speak.  I  stood  there  blinking,  the  front  of  my  top  damp  and sticking to my skin. 

I’m  no  stranger  to  being  singled  out  in  attempts  to  humiliate  me.  Kids love  to  do  that  to  the  smart  girl,  the  weirdo  who  had  to  sort  her  graham crackers by genus and species. I would look up to find all the eyes on me, the snickers, the laughter. I got used to it, and though it stung as a kid, it almost never bothered me anymore as an adult. 

But this was attention I didn’t want. Attention I didn’t deserve. 

“Fuck  you!”  Cain  said  to  me.  “Go  to  your  sister.  Go  home  to  your  big fucking house and your easy life.” 

They weren’t the worst things he could have said to me. He didn’t slash me  personally.  He  was  just  lashing  out.  But  I  was  standing  in  a  bar  in  a town  where  the  locals  all  knew  Cain  hooked  up  with  tourist  girls  on  a regular  basis,  and  most  likely  never  went  off  on  any  of  them.  Just  me.  I could  feel  the  weight  of  their  stares,  curious  gazes  silently  observing.  I could see the rage in Cain’s eyes, the fury he felt at his ex-girlfriend and his brother. 

Who were most likely observing the whole thing. 

And none of this was about me. 

I didn’t belong here. With him. 

This  wasn’t  my  life,  my  world,  my  problem.  He  wasn’t  mine.  He belonged to the pain and to the booze. 

“Fuck you too.” Shaking the beer off my hand, I shook my hair back. I was trembling and I wanted to cry, but I wasn’t going to do that in front of

him. “Get your shit together,” I said. “And then call me or don’t call me. I don’t really care.” 

Which was a lie. A complete lie. I did care. I cared so much that it felt like I couldn’t breathe. Like I had been punched in the chest at high speed. 

“I’m just fine,” he said. “Go ahead and walk away from me. I don’t want you anyway.” 

I realized he had lifted his whiskey glass to safety in his hand before he tossed the table. If that wasn’t the sign of an alcoholic I didn’t know what was. 

His words were a direct hit. They shouldn’t be. But he didn’t understand that I almost always struggled with feeling unwanted. In my family. With my peers. And mostly guys. Intellectually, I comprehended it. Emotionally, it hurt. And I was falling in love with him. I truly could love him, with all the parts of me that had nothing to do with my IQ and everything to do with my  heart  and  soul.  And  for  him  to  say  he  didn’t  want  me?  It  felt  like  a serious low blow, and he had to know that. My nostrils flared. My vision went blurry from the tears I couldn’t stave off. 

“Well,  maybe  I  don’t  want  to  be  the  one  who  has  to  put  up  with  you. 

Maybe  I  don’t  want  to  be  there  when  you  wake  up  every  morning, hungover.” 

The  barback  came  over  and  clapped  Cain  on  the  back.  “You  gotta  go, Jordan. You know the drill.” 

“I’m leaving,” I told the guy. “He can stay.” I didn’t want that on me—

him being tossed out of the bar before he was ready. Besides, I was ready to go. I couldn’t stand there and be forced to acknowledge that I was looking at the first man I loved, and he couldn’t allow himself to love me back. That he loved to hate his life more than he could ever be willing to embrace it. 

Unfortunately, Christian came to the table. 

“Cain, you’re an asshole.” Christian asked, “Are you okay?” 

“Don’t ask my girlfriend if she’s okay,” Cain said, draining the last of his drink. 

“I’m fine,” I said. “I’m sorry.” 

“You’re sorry to him but not to me?” Cain said. “What the fuck, Sophie? 

What the actual fuck?” 

“All right. You got to go.” Christian reached for his brother’s arm. 

Cain swung. 

I  tried  to  jump  back  away  from  him  and  his  brother.  But  the  floor  was slick from the spilled beer and I lost my footing. I went down hard, landing on  my  hip,  and  colliding  with  the  overturned  table.  I  wasn’t  hurt,  just stunned  and  totally  embarrassed.  Male  arms  that  did  not  belong  to  Cain lifted  me  off  the  floor.  I  turned  to  see  a  total  stranger  looking  at  me  with concern. One of the guys in plaid shorts who had been dancing with Bella’s friends. 

“Are you okay?” he asked. 

I nodded. “I’m fine,” I said, my voice shaky. 

But I wasn’t. Because Cain was more invested in punching his brother in the face than he was in making sure I wasn’t hurt. They were circling each other now, both with fists up. 

I made a break for the restroom. Inside I found Bella crying and Kennedy swearing profusely as she attempted to wash her shirt off in the bathroom sink.  She  was  standing  there  in  her  bra,  raging.  Bella’s  makeup  was smeared to shit and she had a wet spot on the front of her romper, where she had presumably blotted out puke. Unfortunately, the majority of it seemed to have blasted Kennedy. 

Peeling my cardigan off, I handed it to Kennedy. “Here, just wear this.” I had worn it to Bella’s dismay, who thought it was frumpy. The only upside to any of this was that Kennedy was not wearing a romper. That would have been disastrous. “Just throw your shirt away.” 

“Thanks,” she said, taking the sweater with shaking fingers. “Can you get us a ride? Clearly, it is time to leave.” 

“I’m sorry,” Bella blubbered. “I didn’t mean to throw up.” 

“Whatever,” Kennedy snapped. “I know. It’s fine. Just fucking gross.” 

Bella tried to hug me but she fell into me and we both careened backward into  the  wall.  “Bel,  come  on.  Stand  up.  Time  to  go  home.”  It  took everything inside me not to be a bitch. I was so done with this night. My heart was aching and I was so angry at myself for being stupid enough to fall for Cain. I had wanted to believe that he wanted a relationship and that made me an idiot. 

“Don’t tell Bradley,” she said, her words slurring. “He’ll leave me.” 

“He’s  not  going  to  leave  you  because  you  drank  too  much  at  your bachelorette  party.  He  loves  you.  But  I  won’t  tell  him.”  Hopefully,  her paranoia was just alcohol-induced. 

But then life got that much worse when the door to the restroom swung open and Ali, of all freaking people, walked in with a friend. She took in the  scene  and  rolled  her  eyes.  She  maneuvered  her  way  to  a  mirror, wrinkling her nose at Kennedy, and started putting on lipstick. She caught my eye in the mirror. 

“So  you’re  Cain’s  latest?  Good  luck  with  that.  Nothing  more  awesome than a guy who leaves you on the floor while he starts a barroom brawl.” 

She snickered and exchanged an amused glance with her friend. “That’s not pathetic or anything.” 

Ali was clearly pleased with herself. She looked like she knew the fight between  the  twins  was  over  her  and  she  was  enjoying  that.  She  had  also tapped into the one thing that would hurt me—being singled out. Because I was  at  the  end  of  my  patience  and  thoroughly  disgusted  with  her,  I  said, 

“Fuck off.” 

Bella gasped. Kennedy gave me a look like she had a renewed respect for me. 

“Classy,” Ali said. “All of you.” 

That  made  me  seethe  with  rage.  “Says  the  bitch  who  abandoned  her baby.” 

She narrowed her eyes. 

Bella  gasped.  “Is  this  Camp’s  mother?”  Bella  straightened  herself  up. 

“Bitch isn’t even strong enough.” She went over to Ali, pointing a finger at her in the mirror. “You’re a horrible human being.” 

I had secretly been hoping Bella would pull out “twat” or “cunt” but that wasn’t  my  sister’s  style.  And  while  I  wasn’t  sure  how  “horrible  human being” was worse than “bitch,” I did appreciate her in essence defending a baby. 

“You don’t know my life.” Ali turned and got in Bella’s face. “You want to start shit with me, you fugly lush?” 

Uh-oh. Those were fighting words. It would insult my sister no end to be called ugly or a lush, but both? Though I was pretty sure that in an actual physical altercation Bella would not come out on top. 

“And you don’t know mine,” I said, not wanting this to go further. “So back the fuck off.” I tried to sound threatening as I pulled Bella by the arm. 

“Let’s go.” 

Bella came with me, thank God. 

Kennedy,  in  high-waisted  shorts  with  heels  and  my  cardigan,  tossed  at Ali, “Your extensions look like shit.” 

And with that, we walked out and the bachelorette party came to an end. 

Just like my relationship with Cain. 

I didn’t even look in his direction as I hustled my sister out of the bar. 
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Chapter 15

I’m an asshole. Everyone knows that. I know that. It’s just an accepted fact. 

But as the night wore on and I got more and more irrational and deeper and deeper into a bitter mood fueled with whiskey, even I knew I was being a mega-asshole. 

But I couldn’t stop it. The only way to chase that feeling away was booze and  it  wasn’t  working.  I  had  been  on  edge,  feeling  like  I  needed  to  see Sophie.  Like  I  needed  to  fuck  her.  Like  that  would  fix  this  tornado  that swirled inside me. Then she hadn’t texted me back and I followed her and there was Christian and fuck, there was Ali, and after that, I had no control. 

No fucking control at all. 

My  intoxication  level  was  higher  than  normal,  but  not  gone  enough  to explain my behavior. Sure, I had slid past happy hour to holy hell levels, but nothing  I  hadn’t  done  before.  What  I  was  not  known  for  was  getting  into physical  fights.  Not  really.  But  when  Christian  pointed  out  Ali  was  back, my insides had twisted. 

Then I had seen her. Looking all put-together, like any other blonde out for  some  fun  at  the  bar.  Like  she  hadn’t  been  AWOL  from  her  son’s  life practically  since  his  birth.  Like  hey,  no  big  fucking  deal.  Like  she  hadn’t destroyed my relationship with my brother and left my mom caring for her grandson. 

Like she didn’t have a goddamn care in the world. 

And I had looked at Sophie and I knew I was being selfish. It wasn’t right to  keep  her.  It  wasn’t  fair  to  her  to  let  her  fall  for  me,  when  this  was  my stinking shit pile of a life. So I had lashed out, in anger and heartbreak and alcoholism, and I had tossed a table and punched my twin. 

That crunch of my fist into his nose, the sharp sting of pain through my knuckles,  the  crack  of  his  bone,  and  his  grunt,  all  satisfied  me,  I’m  not going to lie. I had been waiting two years to punch him, holding it in, and

denying myself the pleasure of causing him pain. It was nothing compared to what he had caused me. 

“What  the  fuck?”  Christian  yelled,  rearing  back,  raising  his  fists  to defend himself. “Have you lost your mind?” 

“Yes.” I felt like I had. Like it was two years in the making, and having my relationship with Sophie collide with my past so awkwardly was more than I could handle. 

So  I  swung  again.  This  time  he  defended  himself,  blocking  my  punch. 

Then he got me in return with a right hook. It momentarily stunned me, but it didn’t really hurt. Nothing hurt compared to what he had done to me. And compared to the knowledge that I was no good for Sophie. 

After  that  I  felt  nothing  but  rage  and  frustration  flying  out  of  me  as  I grappled  with  my  brother,  the  ultimate  sibling  smackdown.  We  had  been wrestling  and  fighting  with  each  other  our  whole  lives,  but  this  was different. It was personal. 

Arms  grabbed  me  from  behind  and  I  kicked  and  fought  and  snarled, hearing  myself  cursing  like  a  fucking  wild  animal  or  an  inpatient  at  an insane asylum. 

Then I realized this wasn’t about Ali. Not anymore. 

This was about Sophie. I had fallen in love with her. I wanted her more than anything. But she deserved better. 

When Christian and I were finally ripped apart by the bouncers, I didn’t see her anywhere. “Where is Sophie?” I asked Dylan, the other bartender, who was cleaning up the mess I had made. I was being cuffed by a sheriff’s deputy. 

Dylan  glared  up  at  me  from  where  he  was  squatting  and  sweeping  up glass. “She left, you dick. Smart girl.” 

I opened my mouth to tell him to go fuck himself, but I realized he had a point. 

My mouth was dry and I had blood on my lip from where Christian had nailed me in retaliation. I could rage further. Or I could accept my fate. 

—

I  woke  up  in  jail  with  the  conviction  I  had  fucked  up  beyond  repair.  The pounding head, the dry mouth? All familiar, all easily fixed with a cup of coffee  and  some  aspirin.  But  it  wasn’t  every  day  that  I  rolled  over, memories  fuzzy,  with  that  hard  press  on  my  chest,  that  knowledge  I  had done something extra stupid. I was still fully dressed, on top of the bedding. 

It wasn’t the first time I was in jail, sprawled out on a bed in a small cell. 

But it was the one time I actually felt regret. 

I had flipped a table onto Sophie. 

Classy, Jordan. Fucking classy. 

Rubbing my eyes I tried to remember why I had thought that was a good idea. Bottom line? It wasn’t. 

Sitting  straight  up  despite  the  fact  that  it  made  my  gut  tighten  and  my head spin, I tried to think. What was the last thing Sophie said? Something about not wanting to be there when I woke up hungover every day. 

You know, like today. 

Fighting the urge to throw up, I bent over and rattled the bars, seeing my twin in the cell next to me. “Hey, Christian. Wake up.” 

With a sigh, he opened his eyes. “What?” 

“Do you know where Sophie went last night?” 

His eyebrows shot up and he pulled himself to a sitting position. “Home? 

How the fuck should I know?” 

That ominous feeling rode me hard. The horrible, gut-wrenching feeling that I might actually never see her again. Ever. 

“This is your fault,” I said, more out of habit than anything else. 

“No, this is your fault because you’re an asshole and an alcoholic.” 

That annoyed me. I didn’t need his opinion. “Fuck you.” 

“Yeah,  likewise.”  Christian  was  still  stretched  out  on  his  bunk,  not looking  at  me.  “Thanks  to  you  I’m  going  to  sit  here  for  who  knows  how long, missing work because you know Mom can’t bail us out.” 

I knew he was probably right and hot shame filled my mouth. My mother didn’t  need  this.  I  couldn’t  even  defend  myself  because  I  had  completely lost  control.  I  rubbed  my  jaw.  “Did  they  say  what  the  charges  were?”  I hadn’t paid attention once I had been cuffed. 

“Assault. You also got public intoxication and drunk and disorderly.” 

God, we’re the wonder twins in reverse. Asshole twins. Punk-ass twins. 

Fuckup twins. “Did you really have to hit me?” I touched the back of my skull.  I  felt  dried  blood.  “It  wouldn’t  have  been  that  bad  if  you  hadn’t swung back.” 

“What  was  I  supposed  to  do?  Stand  there  and  take  it?”  He  shook  his head. “Whatever, man.” 

“You can drop the charges, right, since you’re my brother?” 

“I  think  they’re  going  to  drop  all  the  charges.  We’re  still  in  our  street clothes. The sheriff is just pissed at us and teaching us a lesson. Though the public intoxication one might stick.” 

“I don’t care about that.” I didn’t. It wasn’t my first time being arrested for  being  a  dick  in  public.  “I  just  hope  Sophie  is  okay.”  Then  I  instantly regretted saying that out loud. 

“Besides  being  totally  embarrassed  and  having  her  feelings  hurt  in  the most public way possible? I’m sure she’s fine.” 

My gut dropped at hearing the truth spoken so matter-of-factly. I leaned over and tossed everything into the metal toilet in the corner. If I were her, I would ghost my ass. I would never speak to me ever again. She would be totally  justified  in  cutting  me  off  without  a  word.  And  that  felt  like  the worst possible thing ever. 

“Fuck. Fuck, fuck, and fuck.” 

I kicked the bars of the cell, which hurt like hell. “Fuck.” 

“Feel better?” Christian asked. 

“No. So feel free to enjoy my misery.” 

“Jordan brothers. You’re getting out.” The sheriff deputy was a guy in his thirties  who  was  well  acquainted  with  my  father,  and  from  what  I understood, my baby sister. 

“Who bailed us out?” Christian asked, sitting up. 

“See for yourself.” 

I  couldn’t  remember  the  guy’s  name  but  considering  I  had  seen  him running around with my sister, I thought he was being a little pompous. I

just rubbed my jaw and the back of my neck while he unlocked us. He had papers for us to sign and then he returned my cell phone and wallet to me. 

When we walked into the waiting room Sophie and Bella were there. I drew up short, my heart in my throat. 

Sophie  was  avoiding  eye  contact  with  me  in  a  way  that  made  me  hate myself.  Bella  looked  wretchedly  hungover.  “You  bailed  us  out?”  I  asked Sophie,  astonished.  “Thank  you,  baby.  And  I’m  sorry.  My  God,  I’m  so sorry.” 

Sophie  looked  rigid,  and  her  nostrils  flared.  “I  just  drove  Bella  here because  she  didn’t  feel  well  this  morning.  She  is  the  one  who  bailed  you both out.” 

I deserved that. In fact, I deserved to still be in that cell. 

“Why are you bailing me out?” Christian asked Bella. “But thank you, I appreciate it.” 

“Because I called you a local loser and accused you of stealing my credit card.” Bella looked miserable and ashamed. 

Basically how I imagined I looked at the moment. 

“I found the card in my bra.” 

Christian let out a crack of laughter. 

“This isn’t funny. I was a horrible entitled bitch.” 

“Well, it is funny. But you’re right. You were a bitch.” Christian chuckled again. “I owe you one.” 

“No. We’re even.” 

Bella was dressed in pajama pants and a tank top with no bra. Her hair looked like a tornado had blasted through it. For her to appear in public like that I figured she must feel pretty lousy about the night before. 

“Why did you bail me out?” I asked her, curious. “You should have let me rot in there. I earned that spot.” I waited for Sophie to say something, anything, but she didn’t. 

Bella  chewed  her  fingernail.  I  could  see  that  out  of  her  ten  fake fingernails at least two were torn off. “Because it’s my fault the night went crazy. I was so wasted and Sophie had to babysit me.” 

Sophie was shaking her head and rolling her eyes. “That’s not the point, Bel.” 

No, it wasn’t. “It’s not your fault. But thanks. I’ll pay you back today.” 

Sophie  was  looking  at  the  floor,  her  jaw  set.  I  went  over  to  her  and whispered, “Hey. I’m so sorry.” I gently took her chin in my hand and lifted her  head.  There  was  pain  and  disappointment  in  her  eyes.  For  a  second  I actually thought I was going to cry. Something I hadn’t done since Ali had told me the baby wasn’t mine. Those had been tears of betrayal, hurt. This was self-loathing. I hated myself. I absolutely hated myself, and I knew I could  never  make  this  up  to  Sophie.  “I’m  sorry  about  throwing  the  table. 

I’m sorry you fell.” 

I  ran  my  thumb  over  her  skin.  “Will  you  come  outside  and  talk  to  me, just for a minute?” 

She looked so cold, so remote. So closed off. I hated it. I had to try to make  her  understand  that  I  would  never  hurt  her  intentionally.  But  she nodded  and  I  dropped  my  hand  and  opened  the  door  for  her,  my  head pounding and my gut twisted in knots that had nothing to do with drinking too much whiskey. 

Sophie walked out, wearing denim shorts and a T-shirt that had Harvard on it. It was a good reminder. That’s who she was. This was who I was. She tossed her dark hair back and looked at me. “What do you want to say? And for the record, I know you didn’t expect me to fall. But everything you said, that  was  intentional,  and  you  didn’t  bother  to  make  sure  I  was  okay.  You didn’t help me off the floor, but you left me there, covered in spilled beer. 

I’m angry with you for that.” 

“You should be. I’m sorry.” It sounded so weak. I didn’t know how else to say it. I drew in a deep, painful breath. 

“I know you’re sorry.” 

But it wasn’t enough. I could hear that in her voice. 

She was right. I had never set out to pull her into my life, and it had been selfish when I had. She had asked me to let her go and instead, I had started a  bar  fight.  Embarrassed  and  hurt  her.  I  didn’t  deserve  her.  She  deserved better. 

“You know how the story ends, Soph,” I told her, my throat raw and my ears  ringing.  I  forced  myself  to  look  at  her,  even  when  I  didn’t  want  to because it broke my heart. 

She didn’t answer me. She just stared at me, her nostrils flaring. 

“Eventually  the  big  bad  wolf  consumes  Red.  He  destroys  her.”  Like  I would destroy her. Like I had already started to. “And I don’t want to do that to you. So you need to run. Just run as far away from me as you can.” 

Sophie  broke.  A  sob  came  from  her.  There  were  tears  welling  in  those dark, beautiful eyes. “I know. But…” 

There  was  a  gigantic  question  in  that  single  word.  I  knew  what  she wanted me to say. I also knew I couldn’t say it. Couldn’t give it. Not now. 

Maybe not ever. “I wish I could be a better man,” I told her gruffly. “But I’m not. And you do deserve better. And I would never forgive myself if I held  on  to  you  when  I  shouldn’t,  fucking  up  your  ability  to  move  on  and forget all about me.” 

“You don’t get to decide how I feel,” she said, those tears running down her cheeks. 

That one lacerated me. She was so strong. So stoic. She had trusted me, and  I  had  betrayed  her.  Shattered  her  innocence.  And  yet  she  stood  there, staring me down, and I was so damn proud of her. “You’re right. I don’t. So you tell me how you feel.” 

“I feel like you hate your life more than you could ever love me. And I was stupid to think otherwise. I guess it’s true what they say—love makes you stupid. Even a girl like me.” 

Was  she  seriously  saying  she  loved  me?  If  I  could  have  made  myself punishable by death, I would have accepted it right then for what I had done to  her.  “But  smart  girls  learn  their  lesson,”  I  said  gruffly.  “And  maybe someday you can look back and believe that I loved you too. Because I do.” 

I had never meant to. I had never wanted to let her, or anyone, inside my heart again, because when you love you can be hurt. Like this. Like now. 

But I loved her because she was who she was. I hadn’t been able to prevent it. 

“More  than  whiskey?”  she  asked,  her  voice  plaintive  and  small.  She sounded young, so vulnerable. 

I nodded. “Yeah. More than whiskey. Even if I didn’t have time to prove that.” I reached out and pulled her to me because I had to feel her one last time.  She  felt  so  small  in  my  arms.  So  fragile.  My  little  nugget  of knowledge, always unblinking and full of questions. But she was quiet now. 

Like she had nothing left to ask because I had given her all the answers. 

So I kissed the top of her head, caressing her back over the soft cotton of her T-shirt. “Bye, Soph. Take care of yourself.” 

“You too.” Then she peeled herself from my arms. 

And she ran, just like I had told her. 

She  didn’t  run  like  an  athlete,  but  more  like  someone  stumbling  away from danger. Which she was. 

I sat down on the curb, resting my forearms on my knees. I fished out a pack of cigarettes from my back pocket. The lighter was missing. I felt all around for it. Nothing. Like me. Numb and nothing. 

Bella came out, glanced at me, gave me a wave, and started fast-walking after her sister. 

Christian sat down next to me with a sigh. “I’m not as young as I used to be,”  he  said.  “I  used  to  bounce  back  better  after  fighting  with  you.  My fucking shoulder is killing me.” He rolled it. 

“Yeah,  well,  it  can’t  hurt  as  bad  as  my  back  from  where  you  stuck  the knife in it with Ali.” 

“Ha-ha.” 

“You got a light?” I asked, the cigarette dangling unlit from my lips. 

“Yeah.” He reached into his pocket and handed me the lighter. “Just so you know, in case I never said it, I’m sorry about Ali. I really am. If I could go back and not do it, I would.” 

My  head  was  pounding  and  my  heart  felt  shredded.  Like  ground  beef through a grinder. But if I was going to fix this, me, anything, I had to think with  my  head  instead  of  feeling.  I  couldn’t  react  with  anger,  with  raw, unfettered emotion. So I swallowed the pit in my dry throat and said, “You should be sorry. But if you went back and undid it, there is a fifty percent chance there wouldn’t be Camp now. And I don’t want that.” I didn’t. The little  guy  was  pure  and  sweet  innocence  and  he  deserved  a  life  that  was filled with happiness and love. Not anger. 

“I didn’t mean to take over as his father. It was just when Ali disappeared and you were, you know…” 

I was still angry. But he had a fair point. “Yeah. I know. Water under the fucking bridge, man.” 

I lit the cigarette and took a hard drag, watching Sophie backing out of the parking spot as soon as Bella got into the expensive car. “Though I will never understand why you thought any of that was okay.” 

“Do you really want me to explain?” Christian was staring at me. I could feel his eyes burning into me. 

I decided I didn’t want to look at him. “No, I don’t want an explanation.” 

It  wouldn’t  change  anything.  He  wouldn’t  ever  be  able  to  explain  it  in  a way  I  would  understand,  and  it  was  time  to  accept  that.  But  there  was something I wanted to do. 

Blowing out smoke, the cloud obscured my vision of the parking lot and Sophie retreating. 

Then it cleared. 
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Chapter 16

“Are you sure you’re okay to drive?” Bella asked, sounding miserable. 

We were a hell of a pair. Hungover and Heartbroken. Sisters in agony. 

“I’m fine,” I said, even though my vision was blurring from my tears. I wasn’t fine at all. I felt as terrible as Cain had looked and he had looked like shit. Way more than he did on a usual morning after drinking from what I had seen. But he had probably slept. Or passed out, really. I had spent the entire night staring at the ceiling, wondering how I was going to return to Cambridge and just go on with my life. 

Because I had to. I knew that. Which was shit. Sucky, lousy, cruddy, why the  hell  had  I  been  so  stupid  as  to  go  and  fall  for  Cain?  If  there  was  a handbook for hookups, rule one would be don’t fall for him, you idiot. It’s all about the D. Or it should be. 

I was driving fast. I wanted to get home and disappear into my bedroom and cry where no one could see me. I didn’t want to talk about this. I didn’t want  anyone  asking  questions  because  I  didn’t  like  the  answers  I  would have to give. 

“Don’t wreck this car, I’m begging you. I have enough issues in my life right now.” 

“What issues do you have?” I asked, genuinely curious. I thought Bella had everything she had ever wanted. 

“Nothing  other  than  you  seem  determined  to  kill  us  and  I  have  a headache the size of your tuition bill that Dad has to pay.” 

Even though I was crying and driving and basically the most upset I had ever been, I still fought the urge to point out to Bella that a tuition bill isn’t a solid, and therefore not an apt comparison, but I contained myself. I was driving too fast and I took a deep breath, trying to calm down. “Dad doesn’t have to pay my tuition bill. He just chooses to do so. I’m sorry you have a headache.” 

“I’m sorry Cain spilled beer on you.” 

“He didn’t spill beer on me.” Well, he had but not on purpose. I knew I shouldn’t  defend  him  though.  But  it  wasn’t  about  the  beer.  “Honestly,  it wasn’t that or the things he said. It’s that it showed how determined he is to wallow, you know what I mean?” 

“Yes, I know what you mean. That really sucks. I know you like him and it sounds like the sex was amazing. But sex always complicates things.” 

It had been amazing. So amazing that I wondered how I would ever have that again. I bit my lip and thought about hookups. It had never been one, even  when  we  had  thought  it  was.  “I  don’t  think  it  was  the  sex  that complicated things. The sex was eye-opening and intimate and beyond what I expected. But I think all of that was because we had a connection from the very beginning. We get each other.” I sounded like any girl I might despise. 

Like I was justifying. But I knew it was the truth. I knew it. 

I also knew that lobster fisherman or not, Maine or Boston, if he wasn’t an alcoholic, I wanted to be with him. Forever. 

But that he had rejected me in favor of the past. 

“I think he is still angry, and doesn’t know how to move on,” I said. “I can’t  blame  him  for  that.  Would  you  be  able  to  forgive  him  if  Bradley cheated on you?” 

“I  don’t  know,”  Bella  said,  and  her  voice  caught.  “I  think  I  would  be angry for a very, very long time.” 

“I  need  a  coffee,”  I  said  abruptly.  I  wish  it  had  occurred  to  me  a  week earlier that I might actually be stupid enough to attach to Cain. Then maybe I would have kept it at one night. Nothing more, nothing less. “Do you want anything? I can go through the drive-through.” 

“I need a giant iced coffee and a do-over.” 

“I can get you the coffee. I can’t get you the do-over.” I assumed she was talking about drinking herself sick. I eased up on the gas, focusing on the lines  on  either  side  of  the  road.  Let  the  road  roll  under  me.  Let  the  car soothe me. 

Bella raised her knees up and hugged herself, even with the seatbelt on. 

“Soph?” 

“Yeah?” 

“How do you know when you’re doing the right thing?” Her voice was soft. 

My heart squeezed for her. Something was off about this wedding. Way off. And the change had happened very recently. I wasn’t the only Bigelow who  was  hurting.  “I  could  tell  you  our  brains  are  wired  to  process information so quickly that what we perceive as our gut instinct is really our brain  grabbing  on  to  everything  it  can  in  a  microsecond  and  reaching  a conclusion as to what we should do.” 

Bella snorted. 

“But I won’t.” I felt the tears well in my eyes again. It felt like a swell of hurt,  just  rising  up  inside  me.  “Because  the  brain,  I  am  sadly  forced  to admit,  doesn’t  control  the  heart.  I  think  that  if  you  know  what  the  right thing to do is, you’re lucky.” 

“I’m feeling a little unlucky.” 

“Cain  told  me  there  aren’t  answers  to  a  lot  of  questions.  That’s  really hard  for  me  to  accept  because  you  know  I  like  equations  that  have solutions. But I think he’s right.” 

And it hurt to know that I would never experience what we could have been. 

 ONE MONTH LATER

There were so many times in my life that I wished I could think less. Feel more. Now I wanted neither. I felt like all I had done for thirty days straight was turn around and around my relationship with Cain. Every word. Every touch. Every smirk on his face and every flash of desire in those ice-blue eyes. 

I couldn’t shake any of that. 

But  even  worse,  I  couldn’t  stop  feeling.  Feeling  desire,  longing, loneliness. 

Love. 

I  didn’t  expect  to  hear  from  Cain,  but  I  was  still  disappointed  when  I didn’t.  I  spent  a  lot  of  nights  in  my  apartment  fighting  an  internal  battle with  myself  as  the  temptation  to  text  him  grew  stronger  and  stronger.  At first,  throwing  myself  into  my  schoolwork  had  been  distracting  enough. 

Numbers soothed me. Then I had decided to let my fixations just do their thing. I retraced my steps, I counted ceiling tiles endlessly, I monitored my neighbor’s  TV  volume,  mentally  noting  when  he  took  it  up  over  40.  I grabbed onto any routine, any calculation that I could just to avoid thinking about Cain and how he had not even reached out to me once. 

Nothing. 

In my ever-present logic I had thought he would be quiet during the day but  that  I  would  hear  from  him  at  night,  when  he  was  drinking.  That  he would drunk-text me. I had frankly been counting on that. 

When it never happened, I was shattered all over again. Rejected all over again. 

At  night,  I  lay  awake  trying  to  figure  out  how  to  let  go.  It  wasn’t working. I had finally taken to working out after dinner to exhaust myself so I could fall asleep more readily. Me, working out. It was ridiculous. Nerd girl  in  the  gym  tested  all  my  germophobia  but  I  did  it  anyway  because fixating on someone else’s sweat on an elliptical was actually preferable to fixating on Cain. 

It  also  helped  to  quiet  my  aching  desire.  What  a  cruel  irony  that  my sexual awakening at the hands of Cain meant that my lust was wide awake and looking to party and I was back to square one. Getting myself off in the shower. My water bill was going to be outrageous. 

Even in my darkest moments I had debated joining a dating app but had the sense to realize you can’t chase the dragon. No one was going to give me what I needed right now. 

One  Saturday  I  found  myself  throwing  on  basketball  shorts  that  I  had bought  to  feel  serious  about  exercise  and  decided  to  go  for  a  walk.  The walls  of  my  apartment  were  closing  in  on  me,  and  my  friend  Cassie  had canceled our plans to go to lunch. I was grabbing my keys when there was a knock on my door. 

When  I  looked  through  the  peephole  my  heart  almost  stopped.  It  was Cain standing in the hallway. Looking sober, solemn. Sexy. God, he was so sexy. My heart squeezed and I tried to weigh the pros and cons of talking to him, reopening all those deep, painful wounds. 

In  the  end,  I  couldn’t  resist.  There  was  no  way.  It  was  the  pull  of something  so  elemental  there  was  no  way  the  intellect  could  control  the physical draw of my body to his. I slowly pulled the door open and tried to keep my expression neutral. I failed miserably, I was sure. 

“Hi,” I said. “What are you doing here?” 

He  didn’t  answer  that.  He  did  rake  his  eyes  over  me,  head  to  toe,  his nostrils flaring. “You look beautiful, Soph. Just beautiful.” 

“Thank you.” Puzzled, I studied him. I wanted to be angry and I was, but mostly  I  felt  sadness  for  what  we  could  have  been.  Or  rather,  what  I  had wanted us to be. The urge to touch him was profound. He looked different. 

There were no dark circles under his eyes. He had gained a few pounds of hard-packed muscle. He stood straight, not the slightly slumped shoulders he had when he was hungover. Mostly startling though was the clarity in his eyes.  They  were  brighter,  sharper.  His  voice  sounded  smoother,  less gravelly. 

“You look good,” I said, because it was true. I knew now why I hadn’t heard  from  him  in  thirty-one  days.  It  was  obvious.  He’d  been  drying  out. 

But would I have heard from him otherwise? I wanted to think now I would have if he had been able to. 

We had left it at goodbye and I had avoided going anywhere in Camden where  I  might  see  him  or  his  brother.  Then  I  had  returned  home  to  my apartment and tried to resume my life as if he had never been. 

Which  had  been  impossible.  He’d  been  in  my  dreams  every  night, making love to me, slowly, sensually. I had once told him I couldn’t spend the whole night with him, but in a way, I’d been spending every night with him since. 

A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Thanks. I’ve been in rehab. 

Learning to self-soothe. Without alcohol.” 

My  heart  squeezed.  He  remembered  our  conversation  that  first  night. 

And  he  had  gotten  help.  That  made  me  so  happy  for  him.  “What’s  your pacifier?”  I  asked,  curious.  It  couldn’t  be  easy  to  replace  alcohol.  It  had been his best friend, his coping mechanism. 

“Thinking about you.” 

Tears instantly appeared in my eyes and I was mortified. I hadn’t meant to  do  that.  But  for  him  to  say  he  had  been  thinking  about  me…it  was overwhelming. 

“I’m glad you decided to get help. Like I said, you look good,” I said. My throat felt tight, a myriad of emotions rushing over me. 

“Thanks. Can I come in, just for a few minutes?” 

I started and backed up. “Of course, yes. Come in. What are you doing in Cambridge?” I gestured for him to come in, my heart starting to race. He wasn’t just passing through. The only explanation was he had come to see me. 

“I’m on a day pass. I have to go back to rehab. I’m doing a full ninety days  because  I  think  it’s  pretty  obvious  I  need  it.”  He  stepped  into  my apartment, glancing around at his surroundings. “But I had to see you.” 

“Come have a seat.” I felt nervous. My palms were sweating. Did Cain being  sober  change  everything?  Anything?  I  wasn’t  sure.  I  pushed  aside some books on the couch and sat down. I patted the cushion next to me. I wanted  him  near  me.  I  wanted  to  touch  him  so  bad.  I  wanted  to  feel  his arms around me. 

Cain kicked off his sneakers and padded in his socks over to the couch. 

He knew me and my shoe issue. It made me stupidly happy. I was about to ask  him  how  he  felt,  what  his  plans  were,  when  he  cupped  my  cheeks without warning and kissed me. 

It wasn’t soft, but it wasn’t angry. It was urgent, questing, possessive. I felt everything inside me rise up and welcome him. I felt passion, desire, a sense  of  rightness.  I  belonged  in  his  kiss.  When  he  finally  broke  away  I gave a soft cry. 

His pale blue eyes were so intense, so serious. His nostrils were flaring. 

“I’m sorry.” 

“For kissing me?” I asked, leaning toward him. I put my hand on his arm because I didn’t want him to leave, shift out of my space. I could smell his familiar scent and I wanted to close my eyes and breathe him in. Keep him there, with me, forever. I hadn’t thought I would ever see him again. Tears rose again. I couldn’t stop them. 

“No. I’m never sorry for kissing you.” He stroked the back of his hand over my cheek. “I’m sorry for the things I said to you that last night. For getting loaded and embarrassing and hurting you. With my words and my lack of concern for you.” He briefly closed his eyes and took a deep breath. 

“I wish I could make that up to you.” 

“I forgive you,” I said, because I did. I knew he wouldn’t say those things if  he  had  been  sober.  But  I  also  knew  half  of  my  ability  to  forgive  was rooted in the fact that I knew he was working on getting better. “But it hurt, because that’s my biggest fear, you know.” 

“What is?” 

“Not  being  wanted.  My  whole  life  I’ve  been  the  outsider.  My  own mother is embarrassed of my quirks or whatever you want to call them. You said you didn’t want me. And it hurt. Really bad.” 

Cain swore under his breath. “Baby, that was just me lashing out because I  felt  like  I  wasn’t  good  enough  for  you.  It  was  disdain  toward  myself. 

Toward my brother. Ali. But honestly, mostly at myself. I was feeling like you  weren’t  answering  me  because  I  wasn’t  good  enough  for  you.  And  I was right—I wasn’t good enough for you. I may never be good enough for you.” He smoothed my hair back. “But I just had to let you know that you are  hands  down  the  best  thing  to  ever  happen  to  me.  I  think  you  are  the most  amazing  woman  I’ve  ever  met  and  I  cherish  every  second  I  got  to spend with you.” 

“I feel the same way. I’ve never met anyone who understood me the way you do.” I traced the lines of the tattoo of a boat on his forearm. It was a tiny little ship, heading out of the port. Into the open sea. The unknown. 

“Have  you…been  with  anyone  since  we  were  together?”  he  asked.  His jaw was set. “Be honest. I can always count on you to be honest.” 

I was pretty sure my mouth actually gaped. I started laughing. “Are you kidding? No. I have not been with anyone. I’ve been nonstop thinking about you. I haven’t even acknowledged the existence of any men other than you in the past thirty days.” 

“Really?”  He  looked  so  relieved  I  thought  it  was  adorable.  “I  mean,  I would understand if you did…” 

He didn’t sound like he meant that at all, but I appreciated the attempt to be fair. “You’re lying. You would be so angry. But trust me, it was not on my radar at all.” 

Cain rolled his eyes. “Damn it. I forgot how smart you are. I can’t even pretend to not be jealous with you. You always call me out on my shit and it’s one of the things I love about you.” 

“I do my best.” I wanted to know where this was going. I needed to know where  this  was  going.  Was  he  here  to  say  goodbye  for  the  second  time? 

Sober  and  in  control?  Was  I  part  of  his  twelve  steps?  “So  tell  me  why  it matters if I saw anyone else or not.” 

“Because when I push you back on this couch and tell you I love you and I promise to be a better man, you won’t be conflicted because of some other douchebag. You’ll just be conflicted because maybe you don’t want to be with this douchebag.” He tapped his chest with his thumb. 

I barely heard a word he said. All I really heard was  love. 

“I  thought  you  were  here  to  tell  me  you’re  sorry  as  part  of  your program,” I said. My heart was racing. I needed just a little more. I wanted just a little more. 

The past month had been horrible. For the first time in my entire life, I had struggled to focus, because my thoughts were preoccupied by a pair of blue eyes and a deep, gravelly laugh. I had missed him. I had wanted him. 

Now  I  felt  like  I  was  on  the  cusp  of  either  something  fabulous  or  yet another  heartbreaking  disappointment.  Before  I  could  say  we  weren’t together  because  of  his  drinking.  But  now?  If  we  weren’t,  I  guess  we weren’t meant to be. 

But I thought about Bella’s question. When do you know it’s right? 

The  correct  answer  was  science,  rooted  in  the  logic  of  the  brain processes. 

But the better answer was you knew when you felt it. In your heart. 

“That’s  part  of  it.  An  important  part.  But  the  other  thing  is  this.”  He pushed me back on the couch, his hard, muscular body covering mine. 

Cain had a clean shave and a sexy smile. “I may not be a genius. But I have a big cock and a heart full of love for you. I’m offering you both.” 

My  own  heart  swelled.  Good  enough  for  me.  He  had  been  unexpected but he was everything I wanted. “In what order?” 

He  laughed.  “Smart-ass.  The  love  you  have  all  the  time.  The  cock whenever you want.” 

I smiled up at him. “You have my heart too.” I touched his lips. “What if my first is my last?” 

His  eyes  widened  and  his  jaw  set.  For  a  second  I  thought  I  saw  tears forming but then he had control of himself. “Then I would be the luckiest guy from Maine to Boston. And I would do everything I could to keep you satisfied.  Very satisfied.” 

“Now would be a good time to start.” I needed him inside me. I needed the physical reminder of our connection. I needed to touch him and feel him and hold on to him. 

“I’m already on it.” 

He was. Somehow his hand was already up my shirt and brushing over my nipple beneath my bra. 

“You’re not wasting any time.” 

“Not  at  all.  I’ve  been  wanting  to  do  this  for  thirty-one  days.  Actually, thirty-five. I hadn’t had sex with you in three days before that last night.” 

I was well aware of that fact too. Even as I sighed into his touch, I asked, 

“Did you hear about Bella’s drama?” 

He nodded. “Yes. But we can talk about that later. Right now my mouth is about to be busy.” 

With that, he dropped his head down and started to kiss me. Everywhere. 

I closed my eyes and relaxed, a sense of giddiness filling me. This was real. 

This was forever. 

—

I had been prepared for Sophie to tell me to fuck off and I wouldn’t have blamed her for that. But as I stripped off her T-shirt over her head, her hair falling  around  her  bare  shoulders,  I  had  never  been  more  grateful  for  a second chance. She was looking up at me with naked trust. With love. 

Love I hadn’t earned. Yet. But I planned to work every day on deserving it. 

“I missed you,” I told her. I had. She had been in my thoughts every night when  I  had  been  in  my  bed,  fighting  insomnia.  Drying  out  brought  many sleepless  nights,  and  she  was  always  there,  crowding  out  all  the  other thoughts. Her smile. Her logic. Her open honesty. Her hot little body. When I had finally found sleep again, she had been in my dreams, moving on top of me, riding my cock. 

“I  missed  you  too.”  She  didn’t  wait  for  me  to  take  the  lead.  She  just reached down and grabbed my cock. 

I growled. “Damn, Soph.” She was such a guileless and sexy little piece of ass. She didn’t even understand how her being so damn straightforward was the world’s biggest turn-on. She would never lie to me. 

And I planned to never let her down. 

“Too soon?” she asked. 

That made me laugh. Unlike before, my laugh was clear, my lungs clean. 

“God, you’re so cute. Take it out if you want it. I have zero objections.” 

But before she could, I undid her bra. Then I yanked her basketball shorts down.  A  look  I’d  never  seen  her  wear.  Somehow  I  doubted  she  was shooting hoops. Maybe this was her Saturday casual. 

I  peeled  her  panties  down  and  then  I  had  to  taste  her.  I  had  wanted nothing  more  than  to  be  able  to  breathe  in  Sophie,  to  touch  her  skin,  her sweet, tangy pussy. I didn’t take this for granted. I felt honored to be able to bring  her  pleasure.  So  I  teased  at  her,  massaging  her,  tasting  every  inch, listening for her moans, her cries of approval. There was a clarity now that had every taste, every touch, sharp and intense. Weeks without drinking or smoking had increased my sense of taste, of smell. My hands were steady. 

My thoughts were clear. 

I had thought I had known Sophie’s body. But this was rediscovering her sober, and it was amazing. I knew she was going to shatter right before she did. Her thighs tensed. Her fingers dug in. Her cries paused, then she burst with a sharp exhalation. It was the best thing I’d ever heard. 

“Cain,” she cried. 

I  loved  the  way  she  said  my  name.  Like  I  was  all  that  mattered  to  her. 

Like I was everything. 

I  stripped  my  jeans  down  past  my  hips,  pulling  the  condom  out  of  the pocket. I had felt like a complete asshole bringing a condom, but hey, I was optimistic.  I  didn’t  want  to  get  the  green  light  and  then  not  be  able  to  do anything  about  it.  I  was  learning  to  take  responsibility  for  my  behavior.  I slapped  that  fucker  on  faster  than  I  would  have  thought  was  humanly possible. 

The second I sank into Sophie, I knew everything I had been through was worth it. Every damn hurt, every heartbreak. Every single glass of whiskey. 

Every nasty hungover morning bent over the side of the boat. 

Because they had all led me to her. 

This was the real happy hour. Two for one. Sexy and smart. 

“Oh, my God,” she said. 

Damn straight. 

I moved inside her and held my breath. She was amazing and tight and so fucking wet. 

It was different though. It was sweeter. I stared into her dark eyes and I was  overcome  with  emotion.  I  had  almost  blown  this.  “I  love  you,”  I murmured, because I had to. The words wouldn’t stay inside me. 

Sophie had cried once before during sex. She did again now and it was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. Tears rolled down her cheeks. 

“I love you too.” 

I’m not a romantic guy but I was pretty damn sure when I came inside her I could write a poem about it. She was that amazing. 

For  a  minute  we  just  lay  there,  panting.  Then  I  shifted  so  that  she  was next to the inner cushions. I kissed her forehead. 

“They  say  you’re  not  supposed  to  be  in  a  relationship  when  you’re  in recovery.” I caressed her arm, holding her snug against me in the spooning position.  “But  the  truth  is,  you  started  my  recovery.  You  saw  past  the damage.” 

“I  know  you  think  that  you’re  the  damaged  one,”  she  whispered.  “But you’ve saved me too. Because you’ve given me something no one else has

—total acceptance. You don’t see my issues as issues.” 

“No. I really don’t.” I never had. “I think you’re unique, but in the best way possible.” And it all just felt right. 

Then I forced myself to get up to dispose of the condom, even though I wanted  to  lie  next  to  her  for  hours.  I  said,  “Am  I  interrupting  your Saturday?” 

“Yes, I’m very busy,” she said, rolling onto her back and stretching her arms over her head like a cat. “Can’t you tell?” 

“You know exactly how hot you are when you do that, don’t you?” 

Most girls would demur, fish for a compliment. Sophie just nodded. “I’ve been studying burlesque.” 

And holy shit. “What do you mean? Is it something you can show me?” 

Please, God, let it be something she could show me. I decided not to think too hard about who the hell she had been studying that for because it clearly wasn’t me. 

Sophie nodded. “It’s a sensual dance class. I started going because I felt like  with  you  I  started  to  discover  a  better  connection  with  my  body.  I wanted to explore that further.” 

“I completely support that.” More than she could ever understand. 

“I think I need to dole it out in increments though. Keep the element of surprise in our relationship.” 

I remembered very fondly her blow job lesson. “Keep me guessing, baby. 

I’m cool with that.” 

Her apartment was clean, bordering on stark, but that didn’t surprise me. 

Sophie had that need to keep things tidy. What did surprise me was she had the world’s biggest computer monitor. Behind it was a dry erase board with all kinds of math shit on it. I honestly didn’t even know what it was. It was numbers and letters and symbols. Equations of some sort. 

As  I  stood  there  naked  I  gestured  to  the  wall.  “You  working  on something?” 

“Yes.  Isn’t  it  beautiful?”  She  sighed,  clearly  at  the  pleasure  math  gave her. 

I looked over at her. “Gorgeous. It’s gorgeous.” 

Her gaze met mine and she blushed. 

“Hey, can I ask you something?” she said. 

“Of course. Anything.” 

“Do you remember everything from before? From us?” 

I  wasn’t  sure  what  she  was  asking.  “What  do  you  mean?  Yeah.”  Every moment with her was ingrained in my memory and it had sustained me for the last month. 

“I wasn’t sure if, you know, the alcohol had affected your memory.” 

I shook my head, slowly. “I remember every single thing. And you can test me on it.” 

She smiled at me, with a sweetness I didn’t deserve. “What was the song playing when you made me dance with you downtown?” 

I traced her inner thigh with my finger, happy to have the feel of her skin next to me again. “That’s easy. I wasn’t even really drunk then, first of all. 

Second of all, it was Bon Jovi, “Seat Next to You.” Listen to it, and you will be  even  more  in  love  with  me  than  you  are  now  because  I’m  fucking romantic.” 

Sophie stared up at me. “I think you’re the kind of romantic that works for me,” she said simply. 

I  did  work  for  her.  As  much  as  she  worked  for  me.  I’m  a  guy  of conviction, a man who goes all in. I was committed to being an alcoholic, and now I was committed to being sober. And with Sophie. 

“Someday we’re going to tell that story of our song at our wedding,” I said, because I knew in my gut that she was it for me. The one. 

—

My heart squeezed at Cain’s words. I had never imagined that love would appear like this, in this way, with this man. “That’s a very bold statement,” I told  him.  “And  statistically  improbable  if  you  look  at  the  reality  of geography and our career paths.” 

I  said  that  because  I  wanted  him  to  tell  me  it  didn’t  matter.  I  wanted reassurance  that  he  didn’t  care  if  I  had  to  stay  in  Cambridge  for  another

year. That he would wait and we would work it out and he would spend the time continuing to focus on his recovery. 

“Fuck statistics,” he said. “You’re all mine, Red. If you want me to move here I will.” 

I  saw  that  he  meant  that  and  that  meant  everything  to  me.  Though  I couldn’t imagine him anywhere other than Camden, on a boat, in his work boots. But I knew we’d make it work somehow. 

“You’re right,” I whispered. “You are fucking romantic.” 
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Chapter 17

Cain and I walked down the street to get something to eat. I had the bizarre realization that I had never actually seen him eat. Only drink. Even when we  had  gone  to  dinner  once  he  had  sworn  he  wasn’t  hungry  and  stuck  to whiskey. 

“So are you okay?” I asked as we held hands and kept glancing over at each other and smiling. “I mean, seriously. This month couldn’t have been easy.” 

“The first week was fucking balls. I’m not going to lie. I thought feeling hungover sucked, but withdrawal was worse. I couldn’t sleep, I was edgy, sick to my stomach. But then it started to go away and damn, I felt better. 

And I’m getting my head on straight. It turns out I was using alcohol to dull my feelings.” He winked at me. “Big shocker, huh?” 

“Totally. I never would have guessed.” 

“But I went because after that night, I realized I don’t want to dull my emotions.  I  want  to  feel  everything,  good  or  bad.  You  made  me  realize  I was tired of being numb.” 

I squeezed his hand. I didn’t know what to say. The sun was on my face and it felt surreal to have him here. “I know I keep saying it, but you look good.” 

“I  feel  good.  And  Christian  showed  up  for  a  family  counseling,  which shocked me, I had to say. My mother treated family counseling like Sunday dinner.  She  kept  saying  how  happy  she  was  that  she  had  her  kids  all together. It was sweet, in a very Lorraine sort of way.” 

“I would like to meet your mother for real this time. I have a feeling we have absolutely nothing in common though.” 

“Oh, you don’t. She exists in her own bubble of rainbows and delusions. 

It’s a great way to live if you can pull it off.” 

I was afraid to ask about Christian but then I realized I couldn’t walk on eggshells with Cain. He had to deal with his shit, and a lot of that was his

twin.  “How  did  it  go  with  Christian?  Have  you  thought  maybe  about challenging his paternity of Camp?” 

“I’m still working on not hating him. But I won’t do anything that will disrupt Camp’s life. If I was going to make a case for custody I should have when he was born. It would be selfish to do that now. He knows Christian as his dad.” 

I had to agree with that. “I’m sorry, I know that must be hard. But I think it’s the right thing to do.” 

“On the flip side though, I told my mom she should hold Christian more accountable. He blows in and out when he feels like it. Ali should be paying child support instead of just being allowed to skip out of town and back in with  zero  consequences.  And  I’m  saying  that  in  Camp’s  best  interest,  not because I’m pissed. Everyone has to step up.” 

I  nodded.  “I  think  you  all  have  a  lot  to  continue  to  work  on.”  I  wasn’t sure  how  I  fit  into  that  equation  but  I  wanted  to  support  him.  “For  the record what happened with Bella and your brother has nothing to do with us. They’re separate people.” 

“Thank God,” he said. “Because I want no part of that mess.” 

“Hey, Sophie.” 

I turned to where the voice was coming from and saw a girl I had shared a few grad school classes with. 

“How are you?” she asked. 

“I’m great, Margaret. How are you?” 

“Great.” The word was drawn out, her stare curious. 

Margaret  was  one  of  those  girls  I  had  found  irritating,  not  because  she wasn’t  nice,  but  she  had  been  gifted  with  intelligence,  beauty,  and  social skills. The holy trinity of success. I saw her checking out Cain, our hands entwined. “This is my boyfriend, Cain. Cain, this is Margaret.” 

“Hey,” he said. Casual. Sexy. 

Yeah. I was proud to be seen with him. I couldn’t help it. Sophie Bigelow was not known for holding hands with hotties. 

“Are you a student?” Margaret asked. 

“Nope. I’m a commercial fisherman.” 

“Lobster,” I clarified. 

Her eyes widened. I had no idea what she was thinking, nor did I care. 

“Locally?” 

“Maine.” 

Margaret made a noncommittal sound and waved. “See ya.” 

I waved back. 

“What the hell was that?” Cain asked. 

“I think she thought you were too hot for me.” 

He snorted. “She’s never seen you on your knees. Hottest thing I’ve ever seen. Hands down.” 

“Cain!” I glanced around to make sure no one had heard him. 

“Don’t pretend to be shy.” Cain stopped walking and glanced up at the sign for a restaurant. “What about this place?” 

We  had  spent  the  day  talking  and  catching  up  and  in  my  bed.  He  had wanted  dinner  before  he  had  to  return  to  his  clinic  in  Boston.  I  laughed. 

“Seriously? You pick the one place that serves primarily Maine lobster.” 

His eyebrows shot up. “Are you kidding me?” He shook his head. “We can go somewhere else, then.” 

“We can go anywhere you want,” I said, smiling up at him. “Unless you want me to start assessing local restaurants by various categories.” 

Cain laughed. “That could take longer than I have.” Then his smile fell off. “Soph?” 

My chest constricted. “Yes?” 

“Is this what you want?” he asked. His expression had gotten stormy. Old demons there, struggling to surface. 

That was an easy question to answer. I nodded. “Yes.” 

“Why?” The corner of his mouth turned up. 

“Because.” I could smell the river behind us and feel the heat of the late-afternoon sun burning my bare shoulders. I felt alive with Cain. Flesh and blood. Not just a brain. 

“Because why?” He brushed my hair back off my face. 

“Because because.” 

Instead of continuing the teasing game, he just nodded. “Yeah.” 

—

When I looked at Sophie I saw all the answers I needed. 

Life  was  one  fucking  complicated  equation  but  if  I  trusted  anyone  to solve it with me, it was Sophie. 

“Next week I’m taking you to a Red Sox game,” I told her. 

Then her education would finally be complete. 
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I have a bad habit of always being attracted to women who are unavailable. 

And  I  don’t  mean  emotionally  unavailable,  because  those  are  the  best women to fuck. I mean I can’t have them because they are with another guy. 

In  a  relationship.  I  don’t  know  why  or  what  it  is.  If  it’s  just  as  simple  as wanting  what  I  can’t  have  or  some  deep-seated  bullshit  about  needing  to win because I’m one of five kids from a family that was the town joke. 

Mostly I think it’s just because I’m an asshole. 

Whatever the reasons, it had gotten me into trouble in the past and as I watched the rich blonde, Bella Bigelow, stumble up to the bar totally drunk, I knew I was doing it again. Chasing trouble. I had met her once before and I  had  thought  she  was  fucking  gorgeous.  All  long  legs  and  tan  skin  and great tits. A perfect face with a lean nose and plump lips that I wanted to suck on. 

Her sister was fucking my twin brother. 

But her sister wasn’t engaged to be married. 

She was. 

“What can I get you, Bella?” I asked, leaning on my elbows on the bar top so I would be closer to her. She smelled like a rich girl. All lotions and perfume and expensive clothes. It was amazing to me that someone could smell like money, but she did. 

“A vodka cranberry,” she said, sounding a little defiant and more than a little drunk. 

This  was  her  bachelorette  party  and  apparently,  she  was  taking  the  last night  of  freedom  crap  all  very  seriously.  The  first  time  I  had  met  her  she had been sweet and polite. Now she was loud and demanding. 

“Sure.” I lifted up a glass and poured vodka into it, reminding myself that while I liked unavailable girls, I didn’t like drunk girls. Not in bed anyway. 

Too sloppy, too limp. I liked naughty girls who dove into misbehaving with their full wits about them. And their mouths open. 

Drunk girls gave the worst blow jobs. It was a proven fact. 

“Here  you  go.”  After  squirting  in  the  cranberry  juice  I  slid  the  glass  to her. “Eight bucks.” 

“Put it on my tab.” She flicked her long hair over her shoulder and turned to go. 

“You closed out your tab,” I reminded her. “Last round.” 

She paused and frowned at me. “Then why do you still have my credit card?” 

“I don’t.” Her credit card that read Bradley Alexander, platinum express, presumably  belonging  to  the  rich  fiancé,  had  been  returned  to  her  at  least fifteen minutes earlier. “I gave it back to you.” 

“No, you didn’t.” Now she just sounded belligerent. “What are you trying to pull? Are you trying to steal my credit card?” 

That pissed me off. “No. I am not trying to steal your credit card. I gave it back to you. Check your purse.” 

“I don’t have a purse.” 

“Well,  it  had  to  appear  from  somewhere,”  I  drawled,  using  my  typical charming voice, not wanting her to see that inside I was seething. My whole life people had been accusing me of shit just because I was a Jordan brother and my father was a thief and a career criminal. I resented the fucking hell out of it. “Maybe you pulled it out of your tight little ass.” 

Her  jaw  dropped.  She  looked  outraged.  Yet…I  knew  she  found  me attractive. I had been noticing all night. She gave me sidelong glances. Her eyelashes batted. She licked her lips. I don’t even think she knew she was doing it, but her body language said she was curious about me. About me in her. 

She took a huge gulp of her drink then shook her finger at me. “You can’t talk to me like that.” 

“And you can’t steal that drink,” I said mildly. “Someone has to pay for it and it’s not going to be me.” 

“Put it on my tab,” she repeated. “God, you’re such a local loser.” 

There are a lot of things she could have said that wouldn’t have bothered me. This got under my skin. It was an old wound and she had just dashed salt on it with her pretentious stare and cutting words. 

She stole the drink, whether she realized it or not. I had to assume she was too drunk to know where her credit card was and I could have let that slide. But once she purposely insulted me, I knew that I wasn’t going to do the right thing. 

Nope. I wanted to fuck her. 

And I was going to make her want to fuck me. 

“How about this drink is on me,” I said. “By the way, congratulations on your upcoming marriage. I wish you a very long life of happiness with your groom.” 

Bella stopped and turned, a troubled look darting across her face briefly. 

She  was  wearing  a  romper  with  silky  straps  and  a  low  V-cut  in  the  front. 

Her hand fluttered over her exposed skin. “Are you making fun of me?” she asked. 

I  shook  my  head.  “No.  Just  thinking  your  fiancé  is  one  lucky motherfucker that he gets to make love to you every night.” 

She looked shocked. And aroused. Her chest was heaving. I could see her nipples through the thin fabric. She saw my eyes drop to her chest. 

But  she  didn’t  say  a  word.  She  just  clutched  her  drink  and  disappeared into the crowd, walking very fast. 

I smiled as I adjusted my now-hard cock behind the bar. 

I gave it four days before she was willingly fucking me. 

Five, tops. 
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