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Chapter One

Graciela E. Ramirez … cordially invited …
celebrate the union of two souls …

The script flowed in
elegant copperplate loops over the cream parchment. A date, a good
friend she’d all but lost touch with over the past couple of years,
an event she must attend, and two words that struck like lead slugs
into her heart: plus one.

If she’d received the
invitation early last week, the words wouldn’t have made her almost
nauseated. But now, all her dreams and plans for the future, all
the years and emotions she’d invested in Joey Coronado, all the
fruitless waiting she’d done exploded around her. It was like being at the
center of a minefield. There was no place she could step that was
safe. It hurt to move or breathe. Every thought, no matter how
trivial, circled back to the one certainty that had filled her mind
since last Tuesday.

I am going to die alone and unloved.

Graci tossed the wedding invitation onto her
desk and clicked Replay on the stereo remote. A song of sorrow and
loss filled her apartment, and she sobbed along with the mournful
melody as she unwrapped another chocolate kiss. Just two more. That
was all she would allow herself. Two more chocolates and two more
plays of that miserable song.

Pathetic. Even in the midst of her sorrow,
she knew Joey didn’t deserve a single one of her tears. He’d done
the unforgivable—cheated on her—and he’d apparently been doing it
for some time.

“I’m sorry, Graci. I feel
terrible,” he’d said as he stood in the front hall with his bags
already packed in his car. “You’re so amazing. You were my first
love. I wish we could have made it work. I always thought you’d be
the mother of my children. But after Tessa exploded into my life,
my feelings for you and the future we planned paled in
comparison.”

“I can’t believe this is
happening,” was all she’d been able to say over and over, as if
saying it would stop the train wreck.

Joey had reached out and tried to take her
hand, but she’d snatched it away.

“Graci, come on. You know
we haven’t been really close for some time. It used to be hard to
keep that promise to wait till marriage before we had
sex.”

So this was about the sex. Joey had always
sworn waiting wasn’t a problem. They’d done plenty of other things
but agreed to save the final act for their wedding night.

“But toward the end, I
didn’t even think of you that way,” he continued. “We were like
roommates sharing the house. I would have broken it off sooner
except I dreaded hurting you like I’m doing right now.”

“This isn’t happening,”
Graci said for variety.

“There’s no spark between
us anymore. Maybe there never really was. I think I might have
committed to you because you were the right type of woman for me to
marry. College was over, and I thought it was time to get serious
and settle down. But Tessa…” He exhaled deeply, and his eyes glowed
in a way Graci hadn’t seen them do in a long time. “Tessa makes me
feel…vibrant. When I’m with her, I don’t feel stifled or dull or
half-alive. Do you understand?”

Oh hell yes, she understood. She was dull and
stifling. While she thought they were living a comfortable,
harmonious life, Joey had been dying of boredom.

Graci popped the chocolate kiss into her
mouth and let it melt on her tongue.

Probably part of the blame was hers, but he
still shouldn’t have packed everything up and had one foot out the
door before talking to her. Maybe if he’d expressed himself at some
point during their nearly two-year engagement, their relationship
could have been salvaged.

In hindsight, she could see that moving in
together last year had been a last-ditch effort to save an already
failing relationship. Living together was meant to bring them
closer, but they’d never quite been on the same page at the same
time. Better one of them realized their relationship was a mistake
before it was too late.

That was her mother’s voice, calm and
sensible, echoing in her mind. When Graci finally called to tell
her the engagement was off, she thought it was exactly the sort of
thing her mother might say. But Graci hadn’t made that call yet.
The wound was too raw. She needed a little more time to grieve
before she pulled herself together and carried on.

Her phone chimed, and she
picked it up to read an incoming text from Tara.
Whaaaat? Did you get the same mail I did today?
Bree’s really going thru with it. Call me.

Graci tapped the phone with
one chewed fingernail, which had been so beautifully manicured just
last Monday. She hadn’t even told Tara about her
breakup—her closest friend and the only
one of the old group she’d stayed close to. In the week since the
split, other than going to work, she’d simply sat in the half-empty
apartment, listening to depressing music and eating until she felt
sick.

With Joey gone, she couldn’t afford this
place. She’d have to get a roommate, a smaller apartment, or, God
forbid, move back in with her parents, the ultimate proof of
failure. No. Not the ultimate. Being a twenty-five-year-old virgin
was a pretty epic fail in many people’s opinion.

If she had a good reason for it, like
religious beliefs, it would be understandable, but though she’d
been raised Catholic, Graci wasn’t overly religious. Nor was she
afraid of sex or frigid. Would this disaster with Joey have been
avoided if she’d simply agreed to sex? He’d never really pushed,
and he’d claimed he was on board about delaying the act, but
perhaps Tessa wasn’t the first woman who’d “exploded into his
life.” Maybe all along Joey had found other women to “make him feel
alive.”

God, now she felt worse than ever, and she
truly deserved another chocolate kiss.

Sex. The root of all her problems. She didn’t
know exactly what had held her back from it, other than waiting for
a wedding day she’d always believed was right around the
corner.

And now Bree’s wedding was coming. There was
no way she wanted to attend that event still a virgin. Her friends
would expect it of straitlaced, by-the-rules Graci, the one most
likely to preplan every detail of her life.

She needed to burst out of the prudish role
they’d cast her in and surprise them. Surprise herself.

Of course, she could simply
not mention that she and Joey hadn’t consummated their
relationship, but it was nearly impossible to keep secrets from
these women. No secret too dark, no
judging ever had been their youthful
motto, when the biggest confession any of them had to share was
Bree’s announcement that she’d let Kenny Wise feel her
up—underneath the bra.

But, despite the part of
the pledge about no
judging, judgment percolated under the
surface. Two years ago, when her relationship with Joey grew more
serious, Corinne and Bree had held an intervention of sorts. That
was why she’d stopped hanging with Corinne, though they lived in
the same city. Tara was the one friend who’d really stood by her,
even though she wasn’t a Joey fan either.

Now that her friends’ assessment of Joey had
proved true, it would be hard to swallow her pride and try to
rebuild her friendships.

Before she went to Bree’s wedding, several
months away, she would completely overhaul her life. She would make
a list of things she’d never tried before and then do them. Crazy,
bold, un-Graci-like things like hang gliding or singing karaoke.
She would change her style and her hair and definitely her
apartment. She would throw off “sparks” like an arc welder.

And she would lose her virginity at last. Just toss that useless
thing out the window with some random stranger. Virginity had
become an albatross she needed to shed. She would take the plunge,
end the big mystery, and move on with her life.

****

“Graci, I’m so sorry. Is
there anything I can do?” Tara pulled her into yet another hug, as
if she could squeeze the sadness out of her. “I’ll stay at your
place a few nights if you don’t want to be alone. I can’t believe
you spent an entire week moping and never called me.”

“It’s all right.
I’m all right. Really,”
Graci repeated for the tenth time since she’d announced her news
over a pancake breakfast at Dizzie’s Diner, where Tara
worked.

When she heard the news, Tara had exclaimed
so loudly, heads had turned, then she’d come around the table and
dragged Graci into the first of several hugs before scooting onto
the bench beside her.

“I needed some time alone
to process. But I’m better now,” Graci said. “I have a
list.”

“Ah, a Graci list. Of
course.” Tara threw up her hands in a typically extravagant
gesture, almost knocking over the coffeepot on the table. “A
breakup isn’t something you simply get over in X amount of days.
You and Joe were together for three years. More if you count that first
year when you were on-again, off-again.”

“Thank you. I’m aware,”
Graci said dryly.

“And even though this is
probably for the best, that doesn’t make it hurt any less. Remember
when I broke up with Abram? We were together only
three weeks, but it tore my heart out.” She
clapped her hands to her chest. “Pain is pain. You have to let it
wash over you and sweep you away. You have to feel it.”

“Which I did, and now I’m
finished. I’m going to plunge back into life and not let this…this
setback incapacitate me.”

“Well, good for
you!”

Graci smiled at her friend, who was so
sincere yet so dramatic it was sometimes hard to take her
seriously. Tara was a sporadically working actress, larger than
life, a simmering ball of energy, a star in waiting. She always
commanded the stage of life.

Tara pushed back the mass of braids that
curtained one side of her face, a multitude of bracelets clattering
on her arm. “Here’s what we’re going to do, have a girls’ night,
and then, when you’re feeling ready, you and I are going clubbing.
We’ll find you a transition guy, someone to remind you how
beautiful and sexy and desirable you are.”

Tara threw an arm around her shoulders, and
Graci inhaled the familiar scent of her perfume, something spicy,
exotic, and intrinsically Tara. Her friend’s perfect white teeth
gleamed against dark skin, and Graci couldn’t help but smile too.
Tara’s vibrancy could lift anyone’s mood.

“Look at you.” Tara tucked
a loose lock of hair behind her ear. “That gorgeous black hair,
those dark brown eyes, that beautiful smile. Some guy is going to
fall hard for you, Graciela. The perfect guy, who will be
everything you need him to be. But in the meantime, you’re gonna
shop around.”

“Yes, I am. But first thing
on my list is a makeover. Next time you see me, all of this”—Graci
tugged on a handful of her long wavy hair—“will be gone. I’m trying
something new.”

Tara’s eyes widened. “Really? How short?
You’ve never done more than trimmed your hair since I’ve known you.
How will I recognize you?”

Graci winked. “I’ll still know our secret
sign.” She gave the crossed fingers to the eyebrow salute she and
Tara had invented when they were ten.

“The second thing I’m going
to do is call Corinne,” Graci said. “Although if she tells me ‘I
told you so,’ I may scream.”

Tara shook her head. “She wouldn’t. That’s
not her way. All this time, she’s wanted to be friends with you
again.”

“But she wouldn’t while
Joey was in the picture,” Graci finished the thought.

“No. She couldn’t because
you weren’t ready to forgive her or the others.”

“Well, to be honest, Adya
never said anything against Joey. It was only Corinne and Bree. But
none of that matters now. The point is, I have fences to mend, and
that’s the second thing on my to-do list.”

“It’ll be great to have all
of you make up in time for Bree’s wedding,” Tara said. “I still
can’t believe that’s happening. I wouldn’t be surprised if she
cancels at the last minute. The woman’s incapable of
commitment.”

“Maybe she’s changed. I
can’t say I really know her anymore. We’ve only exchanged Christmas
cards.” Graci gazed at the torn sugar packets littering the table.
“We’ve all grown up. None of us are the same people we used to
be.”

Tara nodded. “True. There
was a time none of us would consider having a wedding in which the
others weren’t bridesmaids. We have
grown apart, and not just because Bree and Adya
live so far away. It’ll be good to all be together again. We’ll
throw Bree a big blowout bachelorette party.” She laughed. “Still,
you have to admit it’s amazing that out of all of us, Bree would be
the first to get married.”

“Yes, it is.” Memories of
Bree flashed through Graci’s mind. In every one of them, her friend
was laughing. Bree was like Tara in many ways—dynamic, a hugely
magnetic presence. All that personality was packaged in a tall,
blonde, blue-eyed Amazon.

As a teen, sometimes Graci had felt like a
shadow beside Bree and Tara, and to a lesser extent Corinne and
Adya, who each had her own special style. Graci wasn’t at all
noticeable. She was a rule follower and a list maker. Case in
point, she’d chosen accounting as a profession and was happy
working with numbers. There was no room for error, no deceit in
simple math. The figures must add up.

Tara moved around to her side of the booth
and dug into her pancakes. “Corinne is back from Korea, so she’s in
range if you want to call or text her.”

“How did her trip
go?”

As an adoptee, Corinne had always been
curious about her heritage. There was a time when she would’ve been
in touch with Graci every step of her journey to find her roots.
But that had changed after the Joey intervention. Now Graci could
see that every point Corinne and Bree had made was true, but when a
woman is in love, she doesn’t want to hear her friends suggest her
boyfriend is a dick or a douche bag.

“Good, I guess,” Tara said.
“But you know that girl was raised whiter than white bread, and she
said she didn’t feel the sense of connection she hoped to
feel.”

Tara gestured with her fork, which dripped
with syrup. “It sounds like she could use a girls’ night as much as
you. The three of us are going to get together as soon as you two
make up.”

“I’m going to be busy this
week. I’ve got to line up another apartment, but after that, any
night is fine.”

“You’re going to move?
That’s good. You need a complete change. I wish we could live
together, but I just locked into my lease for another year and my
place is too small to share.”

Graci smiled. Much as she loved Tara, she
couldn’t think of a worse match for sharing space. They’d be like
The Odd Couple with Graci’s neatness and Tara’s messiness.

“I’m ready for a change.
Even rocks eventually move from their spot. An earthquake comes,
and they tumble down a hill.” Graci referred to the old nickname
her friends used to call her. She’d been The Rock, because they
could count on her to remain unchanged. She was never quite sure if
it was an insult or not.

Bree had once told Graci
she was the anchor of the group. But being an anchor wasn’t
particularly exciting. Maybe if she’d had a little more of Tara’s
or Adya’s creative natures or Bree’s and Corinne’s social game,
Joey wouldn’t have lost interest. She’d bored him to death. Damn,
she bored herself to death.

It was definitely time for a change.

 



Chapter Two

As she entered Shaughnessey’s, Graci’s pulse
raced as if she were about to give a speech to a room full of
people or maybe face a guillotine instead of walking into a bar.
Wasn’t going out in the evening supposed to be fun?

Her head felt weirdly light, like it might
float away, except it wasn’t a fever coming on. She pushed her hand
through her hair, which was now cut in a bob, a little shorter in
back, longer in front so it framed her face. The loss of all that
weight still felt strange after a couple of days.

Her long black hair had been a part of the
old Graciela, but she was a new woman tonight. She’d bought new
clothes, a shorter skirt, and higher shoes than she’d ever worn.
Even her underwear was sexier.

More importantly, she’d called her mom and
told her about the breakup, then steeled her nerve and called
Corinne. If there was so much as a glimmer of smugness in Corinne’s
acceptance of the news, Graci never heard it.

“I am so sorry. I know how much you loved
him. Anything I can do for you, just let me know. I’m here for you,
Graci.”

Corinne’s words had choked her up so she
could barely speak. “You always have been. Even when I wouldn’t
talk to you, I knew you had my best interests at heart. I
apologize. You called it like you saw it, and you were right. Can
we please put this whole Joey debacle behind us and make up
now?”

“Absolutely.”

So, Graci had already accomplished four of
the things on her list: a new apartment, a new hairstyle and
partial wardrobe, and making up with one of her friends. Bree would
be next, and Adya, although that was more a matter of Graci and
Adya naturally drifting apart through time and distance.

No hang gliding scheduled yet, but Graci was
currently working on a bigger item on her list. She’d come to
Shaughnessy’s to practice her flirtation skills and maybe hook up
with some hot guy. She’d come alone because she didn’t want
outgoing Tara to do all the work. Tara could walk into this place
and have a half-dozen guys flocking around her within minutes, not
because she was so beautiful but because she was so lively. This
was Graci’s chance to try to shine on her own, to see if she had
any “game” at all.

She glanced around and saw that everyone was
either in groups or pairs. Maybe she could pretend she was alone in
town on business. This makeover stuff was hard, but she’d made it
her mission to change in every way, including having casual
hookups. People did it all the time. It wasn’t a big deal.
Right?

She joined the queue at the bar and waited to
be served, scanning the room for any likely candidates. There were
a number of men in packs, talking, laughing, watching sports on one
of the TVs or checking out the women in the room. She’d forgotten
how awkward the courtship dance was. She hadn’t dated anyone new
since college. Now she must strike up a conversation with a
stranger, make small talk, flirt, and assess his interest in her
and hers in him. It was all so overwhelming, and she hadn’t even
begun.

She ordered a cranberry martini and clutched
the drink like a life raft. The industrial style of the place, with
its high, acoustically unfriendly ceiling and cement floor, made
for a noisy atmosphere.

Graci stood by one of the tall tables where
she could set her drink—seats were at a premium in this
standing-room-only hot spot—and within seconds, her feet began to
ache. The floor was too hard and her new shoes too unfamiliar. The
heels were much higher than anything she normally wore. Beautiful
red shoes, but uncomfortable as hell.

“Hi. How’s it goin’?” A
deep voice startled Graci.

She looked up. Way up. The guy who’d
approached her was basketball-star height and good-looking in a
square-jawed, clean-cut kind of way. Maybe hooking up wasn’t going
to be so hard after all.

He leaned close to be heard above the clamor
of voices, and she caught a whiff of cologne. He smelled good. Her
heart began fluttering like wings.

“You here alone?” he
asked.

“Yeah. My friend called at
the last minute and said she couldn’t make it.” Graci held up her
drink. “So I’m just having this, then I’m going home.”

“No way. You shouldn’t end
your night early just ’cause your friend bailed on you. You’re way
too pretty to spend the night alone.”

There it was. The line. Graci smiled at his
attempt. Well, this was what she’d come here for, right? What else
did she expect?

The tall, handsome man smiled down at her.
“You look tired of standing. I’ve got a spot over there. Want to
sit?”

“Sure. Why not.”

“I’m Mike, by the way.” He
offered his hand to shake.

She took it. “Graci.”

Was she Graci? Right now she felt like a
stranger as she followed him across the room to a nook under the
stairs to the upper level. A couple of sofas were arranged in a
cozy group. People were stuffed hip to hip, friends of Mike’s,
apparently, because one of them gave up his seat and accepted the
beer Mike offered him.

There wasn’t really room
for two, so Graci had to perch on the wide arm of the sofa with one
leg across Mike’s legs. His arm slid around her back, too
intimately close for someone she’d just met. She felt a lot
uncomfortable…and
quite a bit turned on.

Because she was short and he was tall, their
positions put his head nearly level with hers, making it easier to
talk. He leaned close and asked the standard litany of questions:
What’s your story? Where do you work? Likes and dislikes,
hobbies?

Graci asked the same questions in return.

Real estate. Fairly new to the city. Played
basketball in college. Fishing and boating in his spare time. And
did she want another drink?

Before she knew it, Graci was three martinis
in and sitting on Mike’s lap rather than on the arm of the sofa.
She had an arm around his neck, and he whispered close to her ear.
He kissed her earlobe, then her jaw.

This was all right. This was good. It was
going exactly as she’d intended. She was more buzzed than she’d
been for a very long time. The warmth of the liquor filled her head
to toe, and all her lady parts were starting to hum with interest.
Mike smelled good. His arms were strong and warm around her. She
liked being nestled against all that hard, manly muscle and
bone.

And the best part? He was nothing like Joey.
For one thing, he was taller than her ex. He wasn’t dark-haired,
dark-eyed, or Latino. His skin was pale, slightly freckled, she
noticed, since their faces were inches apart. And his eyes were a
greenish color. Or maybe gray. He had a pleasant voice, a nice
laugh. And he wasn’t Joey.

He stopped talking as he nuzzled along her
jawline, and then his mouth covered hers. How strange to kiss
someone who wasn’t Joey. How different those thin lips felt from
Joey’s soft, full ones. But the difference was good. She liked
it.

Graci closed her eyes and kissed him back,
this stranger she clung to as if she knew him. As if he knew her.
She surrendered to the basic needs of her body, her breasts tender,
the nipples peaking against her bra. Her pussy throbbed, a low,
steady tingle of anticipation. She wasn’t broken at all. She could
still react to a man.

A stranger.

Who wasn’t Joey.

Suddenly, her throat felt thick and her eyes
prickled with tears. Good God, it was amazing she even had any left
to shed. Graci squeezed her eyes more tightly shut and kissed
harder. She would not give in to this fresh wave of sorrow. She
would continue to have FUN, damn it.

But that chance was past. He wasn’t Joey, and
she wasn’t ready. A second later, Graci ended the kiss with a
muffled sob. “I’m sorry. I can’t.”

“Huh?” Mike gazed at her
with lust-glazed eyes, her words not quite registering, his hand
still working its way underneath her top.

Graci pushed his hand away and slid off his
lap. “I’m sorry. I have to go.”

“Wait. What?” He stood.
“What did I do? We were having a good time. Too handsy? I’ll back
off.” He reached out and took hold of her arm.

“No. It’s not you. It’s me.
I just have to go now.”

Graci pulled against his grip. She
underestimated how lightly he was holding her and staggered when he
immediately let go. Her head was spinning from the vodka, and her
balance sucked. She careened into a person standing behind her and
might have fallen if a hand hadn’t reached out to steady her.

“Whoa. Look out there. You
okay?”

“Yes. I’m f…fine,” she
stammered and, oh great, now the tears had arrived like an
unwelcome rainstorm. They choked her voice and trickled down her
cheeks. She looked up at the guy holding her arm and into the
bluest pair of eyes she’d ever seen.

His forehead puckered as he looked back and
forth between Graci and Mike. “This guy bothering you?”

“Hey!” Mike
said.

“No. It’s nothing like
that,” Graci said. “He didn’t do anything. It’s me.”

Those eyes were really blue. Unreal blue,
like some actor whose name she couldn’t think of right now. For a
moment, she was so drunk and confused all she could do was stare
into those mesmerizing eyes and wonder if he wore tinted contacts
or something.

“Forget this.” Mike’s voice
came from somewhere behind her, but it was already far away.
Distant.

The blue-eyed man’s frown smoothed, and he
smiled. “Sure you’re okay? You don’t look so good.”

She sniffed and wiped her damp cheeks. “I’m
fine. I just…haven’t drunk in a while and I… Oh.” Suddenly, the
pleasant swirly feeling inside her turned into churning. Her
stomach somersaulted and her ears rang. She was going to puke right
there in the middle of a crowded club. She clapped a hand over her
mouth.

The man didn’t ask again if she felt all
right. He took a firmer hold of her arm and dragged her through the
throng toward the restroom.

Graci barely made it inside and dropped to
her knees beside a toilet before her guts let loose. Everything
came boiling up, the booze, the pain and betrayal, the loss and
loneliness rushing out of her in a cathartic gush. Thoughts of Joey
mingled with the pain in her stomach as she purged him from her
system. Damn if he would occupy even a tiny part of her mind or
heart for one more moment.

After she was through, she rested her
forehead against one arm and simply breathed.

“Are you gonna be okay? Can
I get you anything?” some girl asked.

“Thanks. No.” Graci dragged
herself upright.

The girl offered breath mints.

Her small kindness seemed saintly,
overwhelming, and Graci almost started crying again.

After she’d splashed her face, rinsed her
mouth, and sucked on one of the mints, her drunken weepiness seemed
to have abated. Still a little weak and shaky, she walked out of
the restroom.

The blue-eyed man waited outside. “You gonna
make it?”

Crap! Of all the people to witness her
humiliation, it had to be the hottest guy she’d seen in ages.
“Yeah. Thanks for helping me. That was so embarrassing.”

“No big deal. We’ve all
been there.” He smiled sympathetically.

“Yeah, but maybe not so
publicly.”

Her savior’s vivid blue
eyes were only part of a really hot package. Faded T-shirt and
jeans hugged a lean body. Blue tats coiled around his biceps and
down his forearms. A Celtic design enhanced the muscles on one
side, and what may have been Chinese figures marked the other. She
couldn’t make out the pattern on the side of his neck without
staring, which she did not
want to be caught doing, so she barely glanced at
the tattoo or the piercing in his eyebrow. Shaggy brown hair,
longer than hers, fell in waves over his forehead and neck, and the
scruff of a beard and moustache framed really nicely shaped lips.
Good God, was she actually standing here, swaying on her feet,
thinking how kissable his mouth looked?

The sexy man nodded toward the area where
Mike and his friends still sat. “Was that guy your ride home? You
need help getting a cab?”

“No. He’s not… I came here
alone. I can drive home. It’s not far.”

He grimaced. “Mm. Sorry, but I don’t think
you should. You got a friend or somebody I could call?”

Tara would come in a heartbeat if Graci
called, but her teasing later would be relentless. She shook her
head. “I guess maybe I do need a cab.”

Before she could take out her phone, he’d
already begun punching in a number on his. Graci leaned against the
wall and rested her eyes. The music and voices around her swelled
and receded in an odd rhythm. She was the calm eye at the center of
a hurricane.

A hand touched her shoulder, and Graci opened
her eyes to stare into the stranger’s eyes again. They really were
an unearthly shade of blue. A kind smile creased the corners and
made them sparkle. “Want to move outside? Your ride should be here
soon. I called about fifteen minutes ago.”

She blinked away the fog. Fifteen minutes and
he’d stayed by her, waiting with her. That was either really kind
or really creepy.

“I’m feeling much better,”
she said. “Thanks again for helping me. But I got it now. I can
make my own way outside.”

One eyebrow curved in doubt. “Sure?”

“Yeah. Really.” She pushed
off the wall and stood on her own two feet to show him she wasn’t
swaying anymore. “Thanks again for helping me.”

“You’re welcome.” He lifted
his hand in a little farewell salute. “Bye.”

Graci walked toward the exit with as much
grace and dignity as she could muster. On her way past the stairs,
she noted that her friend Mike already had a different girl on his
lap. A blonde this time. They appeared rapturously happy together,
swallowing each other’s faces. The uncomplicated hookup Graci had
intended for herself had moved on to someone else. Easy come, easy
go, yet she couldn’t help feeling she’d dodged a bullet. But if she
couldn’t even make out with a stranger without having a meltdown,
fucking one was going to be nearly impossible. Maybe she just
wasn’t a fucking sort of girl.

It wasn’t until she was in the cab on her way
home that Graci realized she’d never asked the blue-eyed man’s
name. Not that it mattered. It wasn’t as if she’d ever see him
again. In fact, it would be better for her pride if she never had
to be reminded of this night again. Chalk one up to getting back in
the game. Well, she’d done that much. Jumped in with both feet.

Making up with Corinne, a new look, a new
apartment, and a first foray into flirtation—even if it hadn’t gone
the way she’d hoped. At the rate she was plowing through her mental
checklist, she’d be hang gliding or having sex within the
month.

 



Chapter Three

“The Minority Trio, back
together again.” Tara threw one arm around Graci and the other
around Corinne. “I missed us. I’m so glad you guys are talking
again.”

“Please don’t use that
nickname. You know I never liked it.” Corinne moved away from
Tara’s embrace and went to dig through her enormous purse. “It’s
weird.”

“But it’s who we are, you,
me, and Graci, a subset of our group of friends. Although you’re a
little iffy, white-bread Asian.”

Graci tugged on one of Tara’s braids. “You
always have to bait her?”

“Hey! You want your
souvenir gift or not, bitch?” Corinne shot back at Tara, and, oh,
it felt good to hear her flat, dry voice again after several years
of silence.

Hanging out together at Tara’s place was a
blast from the past. The mess and clutter and even some of the
décor reflected Tara’s bedroom in her childhood home. High school
memories spilled through the floodgates of Graci’s mind, and her
residual animosity toward Corinne washed away. It still hurt a
little that Corinne hadn’t kept her reservations about Joey to
herself and supported her. But if Graci saw one of her friends
heading toward a brick wall, she’d try to stop them too.

“Anyway, at least I
tried to get in touch
with my roots, even if my Korean experience wasn’t everything I’d
hoped it would be,” Corinne said. “I finally looked like everybody
around me, but I felt like a poser. People would address me, and I
had to shrug and say hangukmal mollayo. How pathetic is it
that the only thing I know how to say in my so-called native
language is that I can’t speak it? I should have hired an
interpreter to travel with me.”

Graci patted Corinne’s shoulder. The two of
them had never been huggers. “I’m sorry. How did your parents feel
about you taking this trip?”

“Dad was okay with it, but
I think it hurt my mom’s feelings. She can’t understand why she
isn’t ‘enough’ for me. She doesn’t realize this doesn’t take away
from how much I love her. I don’t think of her as my adopted
mother. She’s just my mom. But there’s part of me that’s always
been…curious, I guess. I had to see my birthplace for
myself.”

Graci nodded. “I get that.
Our family took a trip to Mexico once, and even though it’s
not my birthplace,
several generations from it, I felt like I was making some sort of
pilgrimage. The relatives I met didn’t really feel like family, but
I did feel…something.”

Corinne found what she was searching for and
pulled a small bag out of her purse. Her eyes squinted as a smile
took over her round face. “Sorry, Graci, I didn’t buy anything
special for you, since we weren’t in touch. But here are a couple
of little things I picked up at a marketplace.”

Graci opened the bag to find a beautiful
painted fan, some funky little dolls, and colorfully wrapped
candies. She smiled at Corinne. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. And again,
I’m sorry about the way things turned out with Joe. I know you
really loved him.”

Graci exhaled, but the tightness in her chest
was a little less tonight. “Yes. I did, for too long. Toward the
end, I guess I didn’t anymore but just hadn’t realized it yet. Feel
free to say you told me so about the entire relationship.”

Corinne grabbed her hand
and frowned. “I would never ever
say that or even think it, I swear.”

The thought police weren’t going to monitor
Corinne, but Graci thought it herself. Joey was a dick who’d wanted
to have his pure-white wedding cake and eat more exotic desserts on
the side. She was more certain than ever that Tessa hadn’t been his
first, and if she and Joe had married, he would have continued to
sample other dishes.

A fresh wave of shame washed over her for her
obliviousness, humiliation at being made a fool of, and sadness for
the loss of a love she’d put so much faith in. Her relationship had
been a sham. Could any man be trusted? Could she trust herself to
discern who was worthy? Maybe next time she wanted to get serious,
she should run the guy by her friends and let them tell her whether
she was making a mistake.

She regretted these past two years of not
communicating with Corinne, Bree, or Adya. In addition to the
fallout over Joey, everyone’s lives had moved in new directions,
and it had been pretty easy to let go of the closeness they’d once
known. But it was impossible to permanently sever relationships
with sisters.

As Graci watched Tara
unwrap a peacock-blue two-piece garment—a hanbok, Corinne called it—she realized these women
were the sisters her
brother-filled life had lacked. Time and busy lives might keep them
apart, but when they were together again, it was like coming
home.

****

Several hours later, Tara insisted they’d
watched as much Nicholas Sparks as any human being could stand in
one evening. It was time to go out. She verbally whipped Graci and
Corinne off the couch and into something other than sweats. She
insisted they raid her closet, so Graci found herself dressed in a
top that showed much more skin and cleavage than made her
comfortable. But she was all about escaping her comfort zone these
days, right?

Before they got out of the car to go into the
bar Tara had chosen, Graci wriggled and tugged at the top, which
constricted her ribs. “We’re not even the same size. I look like a
sausage squished in a casing that’s too tight.”

“You look hot. Just take
shallow breaths,” Tara advised.

“She’s right. You’re a
hottie.” Corinne winked. “You know better than to argue with Tara.
It’s easier to go with her flow when she’s got a plan.”

The bar was crowded, and Graci had a
flashback to that night last week when she’d made her first foray
into single life. It wasn’t a pleasant flashback—except for the
memory of blue, blue eyes and a kind smile.

But this time she was with her girls under
Tara’s expert guidance. The crowd at the bar was three deep, and
the waitstaff zipped around like rats on speed, but somehow Tara
placed an order, and they had their drinks within minutes. Then she
actually found them a table near the stage, where a local band was
tuning up.

The Horseheads.
Dumb name. Then Graci
caught sight of the guy warming up on the keyboard. She stopped in
the middle of taking off her coat and stared at her rescuer from
the other night, the brave, brave man who’d sacrificed himself to
escort an almost puking girl to the restroom.

His hands flew over the keys, playing some
intricate little melody. He stopped and adjusted something on
another board, then ran through the riff again. The bass player
came over and said something to him. They laughed and talked
together.

Corinne tugged on her coat sleeve. “Hey,
what’s up? Are you going to sit down?”

Graci dropped her coat over the back of a
chair but her knees wouldn’t bend and she couldn’t tear her gaze
away from the keyboard player’s lean form.

The bassist wandered off, playing some
chords, while her hero refocused on his sound test. His stage
attire was pretty much the same as the other night, jeans and a
worn vintage T, something Graci might have labeled a rag. The stage
lights bleached his pale skin, making the tats pop, and gave his
brown hair a reddish cast. Just as she wondered if she’d imagined
such extraordinary eyes, he looked up, and a beam of light
reflected neon blue.

She swallowed. Her body thrummed with a low
vibration like the sound of that bass. She dropped into her chair
with a thud.

“What is it? You know one
of those guys?” Tara asked. “I’m friends with the lead guitarist,
Tom. That’s why we’re here. I’ll introduce you to the band when
they’re on break.”

Her words were drowned in the opening chords
of the first song. The music ended any attempt at conversation, so
Graci leaned back in her seat and simply watched. Though stuck
behind two banks of electronics, the keyboardist managed to remain
a magnetic and sexy presence, at least to her. He danced within the
framework of his keyboards and sang harmony into a mic. Graci was
hardly musically gifted, but she could pick out which voice was his
when they all blended together.

Corinne leaned close and yelled in her ear,
“You got a crush on that keyboard player? You haven’t taken your
eyes off him.”

“No. I, uh, just think I
recognize him from somewhere. I’m trying to figure out where,”
Graci shouted back.

No way in hell was she going to tell these
two about the other night’s incident, which would only lead to
explaining why she’d been there and her vague plan to chuck her
virginity to the first randy stranger who caught her fancy. Corinne
would caution her to think about what she was considering. Tara
would egg her on. Graci didn’t want the pressure of either
reaction. Whether she went through with this crazy item on her
checklist or not must be her decision.

By the time several fast-paced, beat-driven
songs were over, Graci realized she couldn’t meet the band or her
secret night of shame would come out. Besides, she couldn’t face
her handsome stranger again, even though she badly wanted to know
his name and look into those sapphire eyes again. She’d hide in the
restroom or go to the bar when they took their break.

The next song was a ballad, the tune mournful
and lyrics about an empty house and broken windows where the wind
blew in. If she’d heard such a song last week, Graci would’ve
broken down crying, but tonight she was so fascinated by the
keyboard player’s lips forming the words and the way his voice
hitched with emotion on the refrain that melancholy was the last
thing on her mind. Heavy, languid limbs melted into her seat and
her skin tingled feverishly while her heart pulsed along with the
beat. Longing, desire, and lust suffused her in a heady
cocktail.

When the song was over, she
felt positively dazed. She yearned
for a touch. For his touch. What would those clever
musical fingers feel like moving over her body? Her immediate
powerful reaction shocked her. Graciela Ramirez wasn’t the sort of
woman to tumble headfirst into an impossible crush. But maybe New
Graci was.

“Come on, bitches. Time to
dance.” Tara leaped to her feet as the tempo picked up
again.

Corinne bounded after her, arms waving
already, happy to join in. Graci followed, shuffling back and forth
in her usual awkward way. Weren’t Latinas supposed to have natural
rhythm? What had happened to hers? Even her mama could dance
better.

But New Graci wasn’t bound
by inhibitions, she reminded herself. Just
DANCE! She forced her hips to sway, her
feet to move, her arms to weave through the air creating sexy
patterns—not semaphore signs like Corinne’s—and soon her body was
grooving like everyone else’s.

After a couple more songs, the lead singer
thanked everyone for coming, and the band took a break. Hot and
sweaty from dancing, Graci excused herself and dashed for the
restroom.

The line to the ladies’ was long so she went
to the bar instead and waited in line, studying a poster on the
wall for the Horseheads. Such a dumb name, but they were really
good, her crush on the keyboard player aside.

“Hey. It’s you. I thought I
saw you on the dance floor.”

Shit! Graci froze in place
as if a cop had called stop or I’ll
shoot. She hadn’t been too drunk the other
night not to recognize the low, rough rumble that made the hairs on
her neck rise. For a split second, she considered pretending not to
hear him. But that was an Old Graci sort of weak-assed move—sort of
like running away to hide in the restroom.

She turned and faced a chest. A T-shirt damp
with sweat clung to the muscles beneath. Heat lanced through her at
the sight and at the faint smell of his body, which teased her nose
enticingly.

She lifted her chin and looked up into The
Eyes. “Oh. Hi. I thought it was you too, but I wasn’t sure.”

He smiled, showing even white teeth. No, one
of them was slightly crooked, which, for some reason, made his
smile even sexier. “Yeah, it’s me.” He stuck out his hand. “Neal
Murray.”

Graci hadn’t caught the name when the lead
singer introduced the band. Neal. Murray.

He was still standing there offering his
hand. She quickly took it.

“Graciela Ramirez. But just
call me Graci.”

No electric spark crackle when their hands
touched, but she did feel heat building down between her legs as
his hot palm slid against hers.

He let go and wiped his hand on the side of
his jeans. “Sorry. I’m kind of sweaty.”

She waved it off. “Forget it. After the state
you saw me in, a little sweat is nothing. I want to apologize again
for plowing into you, then almost throwing up on you.”

Great recap, Graciela. Keep on reminding him
what a doofus you were.

“Naw. You didn’t do
anything. You just had a bad night. You looked so sad, I wanted to
wrap you up in a blanket and feed you cookies or something.” He
winced, his nose cutely crinkling. “Wow. That was weird.
Sorry.”

Weird maybe, but also very charming. He was
clearly the kind of person who thought things and let them tumble
right out of his mouth. A little like Tara. Maybe it was a
creative-person thing.

“No. It’s sweet,” she said.
“I probably could’ve used a few cookies to cut the alcohol. And
you’re right. I was sad. But I’m getting better.”

“Bad breakup?” he
guessed.

She nodded. “Is there a good one?”

He laughed, flashing her that adorable
crooked canine again. She liked how his facial hair outlined his
mouth in a fringe of light brown, and wondered if his face would
feel soft or scratchy to the touch. Joey’s skin had been as smooth
as the back of her hand. For a heartbeat, she ached at the memory
of his kisses, but the twinge quickly faded.

“I’m sorry. It’s a rough
time,” Neal said. “I went around with a deer-in-the-headlights
stare for months after my breakup. Felt like I’d been run over by a
truck and never saw it coming.”

“Recent?” Graci
asked.

“No. A long while back. But
it was the big one, you know? The one that mattered.” He glanced at
the bar. “Looks like we’re up. Can I buy you a drink?”

“Oh.” She was suddenly
flustered. Couldn’t remember what she’d been drinking at the table
or if she’d even touched it. “Just a diet Coke. Thanks. But I
should be the one buying you something. You must be really
thirsty.”

He gestured toward the stage where the band
was camped at a nearby table. “They bring us a round on the house.
I’m set.”

Which meant that he hadn’t joined the line at
the bar to get a drink. He’d spotted her and come to talk to her. A
little sparkle of delight shimmered through her.

“Your friends are over
there too. I saw you dancing with Tara and that other girl. Will
you come and sit with us?” he asked.

“Then you know
Tara?”

“Not really. She’s a friend
of Tom’s. I’ve seen her around.”

Graci bit her lip. “Would you please not
mention the other night? It’s embarrassing.”

“Absolutely not.” He
crossed his heart. “We can pretend we just met tonight.”

“When I came up to you to
tell you how great your playing is,” she added. “You guys are
really good. I love your music.” And your
voice, which is kind of like the love child of sandpaper and
velvet.

“Thanks. We have fun.” Neal
stepped up to the bar and ordered her pop.

Graci watched him from behind this time. His
jeans rode low on his hips, and his T-shirt hiked up in back so she
had a really good view of how the denim molded his ass.

She dragged her gaze up quickly when he
turned around with her drink, but he still caught her looking. She
could tell by the flicker of amusement in his eyes.

“So, Graci Ramirez, it was
a pleasure meeting you just tonight,” he said with mock
formality.

“Nice to meet you, Neal
Murray.” The glass of pop was cold and damp in her hand. She wanted
to rub it against her steaming face to cool her down. It certainly
wasn’t the dancing that had her so hot and bothered.

Neal was the polar opposite of everything
Joey. Laid-back, cool, and funny, the musician showed up all the
flaws in her anal-retentive, hyperorganized ex. No wonder she and
Joey had failed as a match. They were too similar, both too
controlled and orderly. Joey had gone seeking someone to shake him
up. Now she was doing the same.

Maybe Neal was exactly the sort of man who
could help her with her little virginity problem. All she had to do
was surrender to panting lust for a change, and the deed should be
accomplished long before her deadline.

 



Chapter Four

“So you forgive me and
you’ll come to my wedding?” Bree sounded as breathless and
distracted as always. The years since the last time Graci had heard
that voice fell away, and she might have been in college again,
listening to Bree tell one of her always amusing
adventures.

Graci spoke into her
headset as she swung slowly back and forth in her office chair.
“Will you forgive me for shutting you out? I know you guys were just being honest,
but at the time, I couldn’t hear anything negative about Joey. And
I don’t believe he was always so horrible. There
was good in him too.
It’s just that you guys saw the way things could go. You called
it.”

“I totally get now why you
felt you had to choose between him and us. You know why? Because
I’m in love, Graci. For the first time I’m really in love.” Bree’s joy erupted
in a happiness geyser. “And if you guys meet Tony and don’t like
him, I don’t even wanna know.”

Graci remembered the long, long, very looong
string of boyfriends and occasional girlfriends Bree had been with
over the years.

“Ha! I can hear you
thinking it’s impossible. That’s pretty much everybody’s reaction,
but Tony is different. I can’t explain it. In theory, we don’t seem
like much of a match, but he’s perfect for me. He’s
just…Tony, you
know? And I love him. In all the years you’ve known me, have you
ever heard me say that about someone before?”

“No,” Graci had to admit.
“You’ve said you really liked various people you dated, but I’ve
never heard you use the word love.”

“That’s because this time
is different. I trust Tony with all of me, you know? This is for
real.”

Bree had never sounded so passionately
sincere. But complete trust in any man sounded pretty scary to
Graci just now after what she’d been through.

Still, she wouldn’t withhold the support Bree
needed from her. “That’s wonderful. I’m so happy for you,” she
replied enthusiastically.

She leaned back in her office chair and gazed
at the wall of her cubicle decorated with photos of her mom, dad,
and brothers, Hugo and Luis. She’d stripped all Joey pictures and
recently added one of herself and her friends, taken the summer
after graduation, before they scattered to different colleges and
different lives.

“How’s Adya?” Graci asked.
“Tara and Corinne haven’t heard from her in a while, but I figured
you two always stayed pretty close.”

“I don’t know,” Bree
replied. “Honestly, I’m worried about her. Adya’s always been a bit
closed off, but over the past year, it’s as if she’s fallen off the
face of the earth. When she stopped answering my calls and texts, I
even tried calling her mom, but the number wasn’t in service. My
wedding invitation hasn’t been returned, so I guess she still
checks that post office box. I don’t know what else I can do. Call
the Seattle police and have them check on her? Is that too
extreme?”

“It’s pretty extreme,”
Graci agreed. “Maybe she’s just caught up in her life. We all get
super busy sometimes. ”

“Not so busy we can’t send
a text. I keep trying to think of something I might have done or
said to piss her off. At least with you, I knew exactly why we fell
out of touch, and even then we still sent Christmas
cards.”

“Maybe she’s just moved on
and doesn’t care to keep up with old friends anymore. It happens,”
Graci said what she’d been thinking recently when her attempts to
prompt a response from Adya failed too.

“Maybe.” Bree sighed, but
then her tone brightened, sounding more like the airy, effervescent
Bree Graci knew. “But enough of that. I want you to tell me about
this hot musician Tara says you have a crush on.”

Grace sat forward in her chair. “What? Why
would she say that? I don’t. We only met the other night and hung
out a little after their set. All of us. In a group. I don’t have a
crush on Neal.”

“What’s he look like? Were
there sparks? Tell me everything.”

There’d been plenty of sparks, but Graci
wasn’t about to turn her attraction to Neal into an anecdote. “We
met. We talked. He was nice. We exchanged numbers. Maybe we’ll go
out for coffee. That’s it.”

“I don’t know. Both Tara
and Corinne said there was a definite vibe going on. The two of you
sneaking looks at each other. A sort of lust haze floating in the
air,” Bree teased.

Both of them
looking? That meant she wasn’t imagining
that Neal was interested in her, which was sort of thrilling and
sort of scary too. “Well, they’re nuts. God’s sake, Bree, I was
with Joey for three years. I’m barely ready to dip a pinkie toe
back into the dating pool.”

“That’s all it takes. One
pinkie toe, and if the right guy nibbles on it, you could have a
real good time.”

“I have other things
besides guys on my to-do list.” Graci breezed past the topic, since
there was no way she was going to tell about her plan to lose her
virginity. “I’m all about reinventing myself. The other day, I ate
lunch in the restaurant at the top of Carew Tower. Sat in a window
seat and everything, and I hardly had any vertigo. I’m working on
conquering my fear of heights.”

“I’m so proud of
you.”

“And I signed up for a
cake-decorating class. I always thought it sounded like fun. I’m
going to do lots of other things too.”

“That’s fantastic,” Bree
said. “Not many people could pull it together so soon after a
breakup. It’s great that you’re diving into life.”

“See, even The Rock can
change,” Graci joked.

“I always loved The Rock,
loved that I could depend on you to be exactly who you are. Trying
new things is great. You should definitely keep doing it. But don’t
change too much,
okay?” Bree’s voice hugged her over the phone.

Graci checked the time. “Damn. I have to get
back to work, and we didn’t even touch on your wedding plans. I
want to hear all about them.”

“Next time,” Bree promised.
“I’m so glad we’re friends again. Can’t wait to see all of you guys
when you come out here.”

“I’m looking forward to it
too.” And to showing you that the new
Graci is better than the old. I’m not going to be the voice of
caution in the group anymore. At the bachelorette party,
I’ll be the one dancing
on table tops for a change.

And what the hell, she’d be the one going for
coffee with Neal after all. She had his number. She’d give him a
call.

****

Meeting Neal outside the café he suggested,
Graci was able to get a good look at him for the first time. Both
other times they’d met in bars with low lighting intended to hide
flaws. Maybe in the bright light of day she’d discover his
shabbiness wasn’t so chic and his scruffiness was just plain
slobby. But nope. He was even more attractive with the sunlight
bringing out red and gold glints in his brown hair and making his
eyes shine.

She’d become so fixated on those eyes and the
spell they cast over her, they’d nearly become an entity all their
own. Now it was time to find out a little more about the man behind
blue eyes, like the song said.

They sat at an outdoor table on the sidewalk
in front of the building. Graci nervously turned the paper sleeve
on her coffee cup around and around. Sitting with this hot musician
suddenly made her feel dorky and uncool.

“Did you study music?” she
asked.

“Six years of piano lessons
with Mrs. Fishbaum, beginning when I was six. Once I hit middle
school and joined my first band, I quit lessons. My mom and I
fought about it, but she finally let it go, and trust me, she
didn’t let things go easily.” His smile set her at ease. Picturing
him dutifully sitting through lessons with Mrs. Fishbaum made her
realize that cool was just a surface thing. Underneath, he was
simply a friendly, nice guy.

“Are you close to your
family?”

“Yeah. There’s just my dad
and me now. Mom died eight years ago.” A slight frown flickered
over his face.

Graci tried to picture life without her
mother, the dynamic heart of her family just as her dad was the
quiet anchor. “I’m so sorry.”

He nodded, accepting her condolence. “She
caught some weird virus that flared up almost overnight. At first
she thought it was a cold, so she took cold medicine and tried to
sleep it off. But it got worse really fast. She went into the
hospital and died within twenty-four hours.”

“Oh God. That’s awful. I
can’t even imagine.”

“It was a pretty crappy
time,” he admitted. “After she died, I broke up with that girl I
told you about and dropped out of college. I was pretty lost for a
while.”

“Anyone would be.” She
wished she had something more to offer, but there wasn’t really any
good way to respond to such a horrible tragedy. “I am
so sorry,” she
repeated.

He sipped his coffee. “I’m not trying to
bring you down. It’s just my life. I played with some bands and
worked at a building supply store, then finally went back to
college and got an associate’s degree. Now I’m working in a music
program for at-risk youth. It’s outside the school system, funded
by a nonprofit group so they don’t have to follow state hiring
regulations. That’s why I don’t need a teaching degree.” He took a
breath. “So, that’s pretty much my whole story.”

“That’s a lot. It’s cool
that you work with at-risk kids. Such an important job. What’s it
like?”

He squinted and wrinkled his nose. “They like
to act a lot tougher and more jaded than they really are. When it
comes to music, none of them have been exposed to much beyond rap
and pop. My first job is to get them to understand that all kinds
of music can be cool.”

Neal leaned forward, arms crossed on top of
the table. “But let me turn the twenty questions on you. What’s
your story?”

Just those few inches closer invaded her
space. His presence both charmed and flustered her. Graci licked
her lips and sipped her coffee while she calmed herself.

“Oh, wow, a lot less
interesting, I promise you,” she said. “I’ve lived in Cincinnati
all my life. Attended U of C then was hired in at Schulman
Corporation. Do you know it? They make office machinery. I’m an
accountant. It’s not nearly as exciting as what you do, but it’s
what I’m good at. I’m kind of a meticulous person.”

She paused, wishing she could add anything to
make her sound less dull. “Quilting is my hobby. My mom taught me
to sew when I was little, and it’s something I do for fun. I live a
pretty quiet life.”

Good God, could she possibly be more boring?
She swore she could see his eyes glazing over.

“I’d like to see your work.
I have a friend who creates fabric art. You got any snaps on your
phone?”

She did, but did he really want to see them,
or was he just being polite?

“Well. There is this one
stained-glass-look quilt I just finished.” She called up the photo
and showed him the screen.

“That’s beautiful. You’re a
real artist.”

Those clear, honest eyes couldn’t possibly be
lying. He appreciated and admired her work. That was more than the
vaguely polite interest Joey had occasionally mustered.

“Thank you.” A warm glow
swelled in her as she put her phone away.

Neal checked his watch, and all her happy
feelings deflated.

Of course he was counting the seconds until
he could kindly put an end to this date. She should have known
better. What would an edgy musician possibly find sexy about a
dull-as-dirt accountant? She should have invented an intriguing
persona to go with her new hairstyle. Maybe said she was an
aspiring actress like Tara or a costume designer like Bree.

“Hey, I got to tell
you”—Neal said, and she started to nod, anticipating an excuse—“I
picked this café for a reason. I have a friend who’s into flash
mobs. They’ve got a thing here today…in about one more minute. I
was going to let it be a surprise, but I thought maybe you’d like a
little advance warning. Take a look.”

He pointed to a couple of people rising from
their seats, others clustering on the sidewalk beyond the tables,
and several people keeping an eye on their watches.

Then suddenly, everybody began moving.
Someone started a portable stereo system, and a heavy bass beat
filled the air. A number of diners surged to their feet, and joined
the random people on the sidewalk leaping into choreographed
motion.

“Oh my God! I’ve always
wanted to see one of these in real life, not just on a video. This
is so cool.” Excitement and awe filled her at the unison movement
of the small crowd. Watchers on the fringe smiled and pointed and
occasionally joined in, awkwardly following the steps of the
dance.

“Watching’s fun, but it’s
even better to join in.” Neal rose and held out his
hand.

“I couldn’t. I don’t know
what to do.”

“You’ll catch on, and
I know you like
to dance. I saw you on the floor the other night with your
friends.” He leaned close and murmured, “Very sexy.”

Her cheeks blazed at the compliment and from
knowing that while she’d been watching him on stage, he’d noticed
her too. His attraction was a long, cool drink she sorely needed
after the desert of rejection Joey had given her.

“Anyway, look.” Neal
pointed out bystanders who were laughing as they tried to copy the
steps. “Everybody’s here to have fun. You don’t have to be perfect.
Just do it.”

Nike’s motto and hers now, she reminded
herself. Graci took a deep breath, then took his hand.

Neal pulled her onto her feet and into the
dance.

It was more like calisthenics than anything
else, she realized as she bent down to the ground, slowly rose
upright with jazz hands wiggling, clapped her hands together, and
swept them from one side of her body to the other. She put her
hands on her hips and rotated. Who made up these group dances?

Now everyone was jumping a
step forward and then back and thrusting pelvises. Oh, it was
the Time Warp or
something close to it. She glanced at Neal, smiling and thrusting
alongside her. The push of his hips brought sex steaming to the top
of her brain. And not just sex, but sex with him. What would it be like? Slow and
sensual, and he’d probably know exactly what to do with his hands
and that laughing mouth. The thought of kisses and warm, wet licks
made her shiver all over and lose track of her dancing.

Graci focused on the
hand-clapping portion of the song. CLAP
clap-clap. CLAP clap-clap. And then very
fast, clap-clap clap-clap clap-clap
CLAP. Everyone was more or less right on
the beat. Cool.

Those who knew the song started singing the
refrain. Graci didn’t, but she laughed aloud as the joyful music
and camaraderie lifted her up. No wonder Neal’s friend was addicted
to this. It was a fun, natural high. Silly and lighthearted and not
particularly meaningful, except that it gave a message of
hopefulness about the basic unity of people.

The last strains of the
song resounded. Everybody’s arms lifted slowly to one final
unison CLAP! Then
somebody turned off the music, the crowd broke up, and everyone
began to drift away.

Breathless and still grinning from ear to
ear, Graci said, “That was so much fun. Thanks for inviting
me.”

“I’m glad you liked it. I
thought you might. You don’t seem like the kind of woman who’s
afraid to try new things.”

What? He clearly didn’t know her at all. Or
maybe he did—the new Graci he’d seen dance and drink too much and
act silly in public. Her talk about quilting and accounting hadn’t
turned him off. He still imagined she was interesting.

Neal led the way back to their table, where
the coffee was lukewarm and the pastry starting to dry out. Graci
sipped her sweetened brew and took a bite of lemon tart.

“Mm. Try this.” She cut a
bite for Neal and set it on his plate with her fork.

He returned the favor, breaking off a piece
of his cranberry muffin and offering it to her with his
fingers.

Graci hesitated only a
moment. Eating from someone’s hand was an intimate,
personal-space-invading thing. You’ve been
considering having his tongue in your mouth, his cock inside you,
and you won’t accept a bite of muffin from his hand?

She opened her mouth, and Neal’s fingertips
grazed her lips. The muffin crumbled sweetly on her tongue, crunchy
when she bit a walnut and tart with cranberries. But all she was
really aware of was that slight brush of Neal’s fingers and the way
his gaze focused intently on her lips. He appeared ready to lean
over the table and kiss her.

Graci found herself inclining forward as if
reaching for that kiss. A magnetic force shimmered in the air
between them, an unspoken sensual connection stronger than anything
she’d ever felt.

“Half price on biscotti.”
Their waitress interrupted the moment. “You could take some to
go.”

After the waitress left, Graci settled back
into her seat and normal conversation resumed. They chatted about
the flash mob and about music, discussing what kinds they liked.
Graci feared he’d roll his eyes at some of the bands she liked, but
Neal’s taste seemed very eclectic. He loved all music, across the
board.

He was so easy to talk to that any first-date
awkwardness quickly faded. Being with him was as comfortable as
being with an old friend—except for the constant current of lust
buzzing just underneath the surface.

She told him about her checklist—all but the
virginity item—and he promised to take her to karaoke whenever she
wanted. They talked till the sun went behind the buildings and the
streetlights glowed, then Neal checked his watch again.

“I have rehearsal. Can we
get together again soon?”

“Yes. I’d like that.” She
smiled, and continued smiling as they walked down the street to
where her car was parked. They stood beside it talking, but chat
about the weather couldn’t mask what both of them were really
thinking about.

Wired, vibrating with adrenaline, ready to
spring into action, Graci tuned up her lips and waited for a kiss.
But though he stood very close, his body boxing her against the
car, Neal didn’t lean in. Did he plan to kiss her or not?

But New Graci didn’t wait for a man to make
the first move, did she? New Graci was completely capable of taking
what she wanted.

She stepped forward, slipped a hand around
the back of his neck, and pulled his face down to hers. Their
mouths touched, lightly at first, then deeper. Tongues explored,
lips fused together in a powerful, mind-altering kiss…

At least that was how it happened in her
imagination.

In reality, just as Graci lunged, Neal did
the same. Rather than come together in perfect harmony, their
foreheads cracked and their noses clashed.

Sharp pain shot through her face. Graci
pulled away and slapped a hand to her forehead. “Ow.”

Neal rubbed his nose and
laughed. “Sorry. Not at all
sexy. Let’s try again.”

He lowered his head slowly,
one hand cupping her face in a warm caress. In that hushed moment
just before his mouth covered hers, Graci caught her breath, and
this time, it was magic. His lips brushed hers before settling more firmly.
Warm. Soft. And the hair above his upper lip tickled hers. He
kissed her once, twice, politely—no tongue—then pulled back as if
awaiting her okay to go further.

Graci exhaled and leaned in again, lips
parted. This time, Neal’s tongue swept over hers, not intrusive,
just an invitation to play—nibbles and pecks and then deeper and
longer and sensual and demanding and oh…her legs were quivering. No
thought but this moment. No worries beyond where to put her hands
next. Nothing but sensation and pleasure filling all her empty
spaces. She could cling to him and kiss like this for…well, maybe
not forever, but for a really long time.

Lost in the kisses and in Neal’s touch on her
neck and kneading lightly at the base of her spine, Graci melted
into his sinewy body. So different from the body she’d thought
would be the last she’d ever make love to. But any Joey comparisons
were a mere flash in her mind and disappeared again so quickly they
barely registered. Absolutely in the moment, there was no place
she’d rather be.

Neal released her mouth and gasped for air.
“I could call and tell them I can’t make practice. We could go to
my place. Or yours.”

Graci blinked as his words
and cool evening air slapped her into reality. My place or yours meant sex in any
language. She could do it with Neal. Losing her virginity with him
would be easier than the random stranger she’d originally
planned.

But her euphoric lust-haze rapidly dissipated
at the possibility of tonight being The Night. She’d waited so long
for reasons she could hardly remember and now… God, a fit of nerves
shook her.

“No. You shouldn’t skip
your rehearsal,” she said.

“There are always more
rehearsals.” He rested his forehead against hers and murmured, “I’d
rather be with you.”

Yes. No. Two sides of a coin.
Yes-no-yes-no-yes-no. Anticipation and fear wrestled inside
her.

Fear won. “Not tonight. But I’d like to get
together again soon.” She opened her car door, ending the
discussion. “I had a really nice time.”

He put his hands in his jacket pockets and
walked backward a few paces, nodding. “G’night. I’ll call or text
you, okay?”

“Sounds good.” Graci got in
the car and started it. Her heart thudded like a jackrabbit’s hind
foot. It would have been so easy. She’d had exactly what she’d
wanted right in her grasp. People had sex with partners they barely
knew all the time, and she liked
Neal, so why couldn’t she just do it?

Her fear of taking a leap tied her up in
knots. But one day soon she was going to swallow that fear and make
a hang-glider’s plunge.

 



Chapter Five

Corinne and Graci stopped in front of a
painting of a pair of nude lovers in a passionate embrace. The arch
of the woman’s back, her half-closed eyes, and open mouth suggested
she was on the verge of orgasm. Her partner bent her over one arm
at an impossible position to achieve in real life, half covering
her body with his. His face lay in profile against one breast, his
expression ecstatic. The highly sexual pose riveted the
attention—as did the knife the man stabbed in her back at the same
time he screwed her.

“An interesting work. Kind
of turns you on and turns your stomach at the same time,” Corinne
said dryly.

“I think the artist is
making a statement about our cultural fascination with serial
killers,” Graci said.

“Or he’s thinking about an
ex.” Corinne led the way to the next painting, full of sharp angles
and angry splotches of red. “I want to ask you something as a
person in the aftermath of a breakup.”

“Okay. Fire
away.”

“How long do you think is
appropriate to wait before asking someone who’s almost divorced
from his wife if he wants to go out?”

“Almost?” Graci asked. “I’d
say after the papers were signed, at least.”

“But what if they’d been
separated for a long time? And what if it was starting to seem as
if he was interested in another person? Wouldn’t it make sense to
seize the day before the window of opportunity slammed shut on your
fingers?”

Graci stopped to study a statue, a nude white
marble man with meticulously sculpted muscles. “Would this
window-slammer be a man you know? And would the fingers happen to
belong to you?”

“Maaybe.” Corinne circled
the statue, eyes focused on the fig leaf. “This guy couldn’t
possibly be hiding much junk under there.”

Junk. Dick. Penis. Cock.
Rod. Erection. Man meat. All the descriptions of
male genitalia she could think of had crossed Graci’s mind at one
point or another over the past few days. She was becoming obsessed
with sex and sex parts and, in particular, Neal’s parts and what it
might be like to become better acquainted with them. She squirmed a
little at the tension tightening between her legs.

“So, who’s this guy you’re
into?” Graci asked. Corinne’s job coordinating conferences and
corporate training events took her to various cities, but Graci
doubted she’d fallen for someone she’d met while
traveling.

“He’s at the home office.
Being out of town all the time makes it really hard to meet someone
or start a relationship. Ian understands the nature of the job
because it’s his job too—or was before he got promoted.” She stared
at the statue’s foliage-covered package. “Plus he’s smoking hot. I
can’t get him out of my head.”

“But he’s still officially
married.”

“Yeah, I know. My friend
Seth always reminds me of that too,” Corinne said glumly. “What
about you and Neal? Have you gone out yet?”

“We met for coffee the
other day. There was a flash mob outside the café and we joined in.
It was fun.”

“You like him. I can tell.”
Corinne parked herself in front of Graci and studied her. Corinne’s
eyes widened. “You really
like him. I always could read your face like a
book. The more casual you try to act, the more I know something
matters to you.”

Graci shrugged. “He’s nice enough.”

“Does he kiss good? I bet
he does. Did you… Oh my God, Graci, did you sleep with him?”

“No.” She gazed past
Corinne at the marble statue’s perfectly sculpted ass.

“But you’re thinking about
it. Graciela Estella Ramirez, what would your mother
say?”

“Cut it out.” Graci stepped
around Corinne and headed toward a sculpture that looked as if it
were made from Pixy Stix. “Yes, I’m attracted to Neal. I don’t know
where it’s going yet, and I don’t want to talk about
it.”

Corinne hurried after her. “Well, good for
you. Have fun. He’s the perfect transition guy. No strings, no
expectations for a future. Just a good time.”

“Anyway, I may not even see
him again.”

“He didn’t call after your
date. Well, that doesn’t always mean anything. Sometimes it takes a
guy a couple of days.”

“No. He called. And texted.
I just haven’t really responded yet. I mean, I did, but only the
bare minimum. I told him I was busy and I’d get back to
him.”

“Why in the hell not go out
with him, if you like him?”

Graci stared at the jumble of colored sticks
and the airy spaces between, looking for some sort of
organizational pattern, some point to the piece. Her feelings were
as snarled and jumbled as the artwork. For two days, she’d
pretended she was too busy to follow up. Oh yes, sooo busy with her
nine-to-five job and her sewing and TV in the evenings. What was
holding her back from finding out where this Neal thing might lead?
Probably the fact that she liked him too much already. It would be
too easy to fall for a nice guy like him.

“Listen to me, Graci.”
Corinne put her hands on Graci’s shoulders, forcing her to meet her
gaze. “Remember your quinceanera
and how much you wanted to dance with Eduardo
what’s-his-name? You were so busy agonizing about it you hardly
enjoyed your party. All of us kept telling you to just ask him. But
you wouldn’t. You still believed what your mom said about the way
‘nice’ girls should behave.”

“This isn’t like that. I’m
just not sure I’m ready to plunge into something right now.”
Whether she meant easy sex or another relationship, Graci wasn’t
sure. If she waffled on the matter anymore, she could open her own
diner.

Corinne nodded. “I understand. You’re still
raw after Joey. He really messed with your head. But you have to
wade back into the dating pool some time, and this Neal seems like
a perfect opportunity for practice. It’s not as if you would have a
serious relationship with a guy like that.”

Graci frowned. “Why not?”

“Because he’s a
musician. They’re out
playing gigs about every weekend and have groupies hanging around.
He’s not your type, Graci. You’re built to have a relationship with
someone steady, dependable, and with a plan for the
future.”

“Someone like Joey? Yeah,
that turned out well. Anyway, you don’t even know Neal. He’s not a
stereotype. He’s a person.”

Annoyance heated her as, once again, she and
Corinne argued about a man. Graci took a deep breath and chilled
her rising irritation. “I don’t know whether I’m going to see Neal
again or not, and if I do, I don’t know if it will be a fling or
something more. But either way, it’s my decision to make. You don’t
hear me telling you not to get involved with a married man, do
you?”

Corinne grimaced. “Nope. I don’t hear that at
all. Point taken. So, are you ready to move on to the
Impressionists?”

Graci took a last look at the wild array of
Pixy Stix. “Absolutely.”

****

Whether it was the talk with Corinne or the
fact that Graci had thought of Neal about a thousand times a day
ever since their date and fantasized about him in bed at night, she
finally came to a decision. Not only would she apologize for
stalling, she would ask him over to her place for dinner. If
something carnal came of that, well, who was she to stand in
nature’s way?

Sorry I didn’t get back to you. Tough week.
Get together this weekend? I’ll make dinner.

He responded almost
immediately. I have gigs Fri. and Sat.
What about Sun.?

Sun. good.

What should she cook? Nothing with garlic or
onions. What should she wear? No outfit with a lot of layers to
take off. Was it better to keep things casual or should she set the
scene for seduction with candles, low lighting, and obvious
expectation in the air? A few candles. Enough to say “Isn’t this
intimate?” but not enough to declare “We’re throwing down before
this night is over.” Next she fretted about what music to play to
set the mood and finally decided she couldn’t go wrong with light
jazz.

She wasn’t going to wear a too-tight,
boob-baring top like the one Tara had lent her when they went
dancing. She searched her closet and ended up shopping for two
hours to pick out a simple top and skirt. Red was her color, since
it complemented her tan skin and dark hair. She chose a plain black
skirt with a little flare and a scoop-neck tee. Trying on the
outfit at home, it didn’t seem sexy enough after all, but maybe the
wispy lingerie she’d bought would make the point. When she mentally
went through the evening, she wasn’t sure at what point she’d have
a chance to change into them.

She also bought condoms. As she opened the
box to put a few in her nightstand, her heart thundered. She
recalled Neal’s kisses and the heat of his body pressing her
against the side of the car. A few more seconds and doing it in the
backseat wouldn’t have been out of the question.

She smoothed her hand over
her quilt and envisioned them naked in her bed, hands free to roam
anywhere. What would his lean body look like, feel like under her hands? His
mouth… Oh God, just the thought of his mouth on her breasts, her
belly, her sex, made her quiver. Heat and chills raced through her.
This was really going to happen.

Graci had all of Saturday and most of Sunday
to work herself into a nervous frenzy about the dinner and what
might happen after it. By the time Neal rang her doorbell that
evening, the beginnings of a headache throbbed in her temples. She
almost wished the night was over.

When she opened the door, the tension in her
neck eased, but drew tighter in other parts of her body as lust
kicked in. Apparently this was Neal “dressed up” and, oh God, was
he hot in a simple gray Henley shirt that hugged his torso and
black jeans that made his legs even longer. He might even have done
something with his hair, though it was hard to tell since it was
still tousled and begged to have someone’s fingers combed through
it.

He smiled at her, freezing her with his laser
eyes. “Hi.”

She’d stood there staring a fraction too long
and quickly moved aside. “Come on in. I’m glad you’re here.”

“Me too.”

He stepped inside, and she was suddenly very
glad she wasn’t still in her old apartment. Too many memories of
Joey there. In this new place, Neal was her first real guest. Tara
and Corinne didn’t count.

“Mm. Smells delicious.” He
looked around. “Your place is nice.”

“It’s tiny. But it’s all I
can afford for now. I had to break the lease on my last apartment,
which wasn’t great for my finances. I couldn’t stay there after—”
She stopped, realizing she was heading into Joey territory. The
last thing she wanted was to be the woman who whined about her ex
or her money issues, especially when she was trying to be
seductive.

She changed the subject. “How were your gigs
this weekend?”

“Good crowd Saturday, but
Friday’s was dead. Hardly anybody there, and those that were
weren’t into it. Happens sometimes. You get used to it.” He offered
her the plastic bag he carried. “I brought ice-cream cake, since
you said you like it.”

“Thank you. That’s so
sweet.”

He’d paid attention to something she’d
mentioned at the café. That was a good sign.

She carried the bag into the kitchenette and
put the dessert in the freezer. “Can I get you a beer?”

After Graci handed him one, they both sat on
the couch in the living room, approximately three steps away from
the kitchen.

The easy rapport they’d had the other day,
talking for hours in that café, seemed hard to reach now that she
had sex on the brain. The heat of Neal’s body so near hers, the
light scent of some aftershave or body spray, and, of course, those
crazy eyes, overwhelmed her senses, making it difficult to think
straight.

“It must be amazing to play
your music for a crowd,” she said at last. “I can’t imagine having
the bravery it takes to perform in front of people. Like Tara’s
acting. She really bares herself—literally, in one of her roles. It
must be terrifying and exhilarating.”

“So that’s why karaoke is
on your list. It’s a challenge for you,” he said. “Then that’ll be
our next date. Check off another box.”

Next date.
She smiled at the suggestion that he wanted to
see more of her.

“Trust me, people would be
happier if I didn’t sing. But I’m going to do it.”

“You’re brave.” He tipped
his head a little, regarding her. “Maybe braver than you’ve given
yourself credit for. This guy broke your heart, what, a few weeks
ago? And look at you rising above it.”

She smiled, embarrassed yet pleased at the
compliment.

Neal reached out and tucked back a strand of
hair, fingers lingering on the curve of her ear. “Anyway, you
should sing not to prove a point but for the joy of it. Everybody
should sing, even if they can’t carry a tune. It’s good for the
soul. That’s what I tell my kids.”

“What age do you work
with?” She turned more toward him, and her bare knee brushed the
denim of his jeans. Crazy hot vibrations rippled through her at the
slight touch. Another enticing whiff of whatever scent he wore set
her mouth watering. She inhaled deeply.

“Our team splits up to
cover different middle and high schools every day. Since we can’t
cut into the regular curriculum, our class is an after school or
free period elective.”

“Do you have a lot of
participation?”

“At first no kid wanted to
sign up to do something when they could do nothing. But word of
mouth spread, and the program caught on. There’s usually a dozen
kids who show up for one of my classes.”

“Very cool. I had no idea a
program like this existed.”

“It’s pretty new. I don’t
know if the funding will last, but so far my paychecks haven’t
bounced, so…”

He smiled, and Graci smiled back. Such a
thoughtful man. A man with ideals, who actually followed through on
them. The inspirational sort of person Neal was attracted her more
than ever, but also scared her. Could she have casual sex with a
guy she liked so much? He was supposed to be a transition guy, an
experiment, not a person she cared for too deeply. This wasn’t the
time in her life for that.

Graci shrugged off her niggling worries as
she invited Neal to come sit at the little table she’d set for two.
Serving the meal she’d made, it belatedly occurred to her she
should’ve found out how he felt about fish. “Hope you like
salmon.”

“Looks great.”

She poured two glasses of wine, then picked
at her food. Impossible to rouse an appetite when she was so
nervous about the next portion of the evening. Besides which, the
fish was so awfully bland. Should’ve used some garlic after
all.

If Neal found the dish as tasteless as she
did, he gave no sign as he dug in.

“So, when am I going to get
to see these quilts of yours?” he asked. “I thought you might have
some displayed on your wall. I have an aunt who does
that.”

“I hung a few in my old
place. I haven’t gotten around to decorating here yet.

Anyway, I think I might switch things up, buy some art prints or
something. I don’t want this apartment to look anything like the
last one. I need a fresh start.”

He nodded. “After Jennie, I wanted nothing
familiar around to remind me of her. But don’t delete all the
photos. Later you might wish you hadn’t. You can’t just erase those
years. It was your life.”

“I suppose, but right now I
can’t imagine ever wanting to be reminded of all the time I wasted
on him. I’ve deleted snaps of Joey from my phone and considered
scrubbing every image stored on my computer. At first I was sad,
but now I’m just angry.”

“I understand how hard it
is to trust again after someone does a number on you like
that.”

The sympathy in Neal’s voice that might have
triggered more tears not too long ago caused a surge of anger in
her tonight at the thought of the prime years of her life when she
should have been out meeting new people and trying new things.

“I’m almost as mad at
myself for living in delusion, for devoting myself to a
make-believe future with him while he was…doing the things he did.
So dumb.”

“He cheated on you,” Neal
said.

She nodded. “Did yours?”

“No. She just left when I
needed her most. You should be angry. Get it all out. Because the
sooner you can work through it, the sooner you can really begin to
take back your life. Maybe add kickboxing to that list of
yours.”

Graci smiled at that. “Well, I’m starting
cake decorating this week, but I’m sure I can work in krav maga or
some other fighting class into my schedule.”

She gave up on the fish and
set down her fork, wiping a hand over her face. “Sheesh. I
did not mean to
go there. You see what you’ve gotten into, hanging out with a fresh
dumpee?”

He grinned. “I don’t mind it. The positive
outweighs the negative. You’re really cute.”

Her ears burned at the compliment. “You’re
pretty cute too, but I’m sure you know that.”

His eyes widened. “Why would I?”

“Because, look at you, with
the eyes and the tattoos and that sexy hair and playing in a band.
You probably have women crawling all over you.”

“Not so much. You think
my hair is sexy?”
His eyes twinkled at her, and the bit of fish she’d managed to
swallow came back to life and did a flip in her stomach.

“Well, yeah.” Now not only
her ears were flaming. She dipped her head to try to hide her pink
cheeks.

“I think
this is sexy.” Neal
pushed aside his plate, leaned across the table and put the tip of
his finger on her lower lip. “The way it pouts just a little all
the time.” His voice deepened. “And the way you dip your head like
that when you’re embarrassed. Super cute.”

He traced her lip lightly before taking his
hand away. Her lips buzzed as if he’d already kissed her. Her body
vibrated in excitement and anticipation. She was ready to leap up
from her chair and drag him out of his. This would be so easy and
so right.

Neal gazed at her, his hands clasped together
on the table in front of him as if that was the only way he could
keep from reaching for her. “I want you, and I’m pretty sure you
feel the same. But you’re hurting and lonely right now. I don’t
want to end up doing something you might regret later.”

Graci listened and really heard him. He was
giving her an out. This could remain a simple friendship, or they
could take the next step. It was truly up to her.

“If you really want to see
one of my quilts, there’s one on my bed,” she finally answered.
Then she lifted her chin and looked him square in the eyes. “I
really want you to see it.”

The furrow in his brow smoothed and a slow
smile crept across his mouth. “I would absolutely love to see
it.”

 



Chapter Six

Breathless and lightheaded,
Graci led the way to her bedroom, approximately ten steps from the
kitchenette. The hairs on her body were little antennae tuned in to
Neal’s presence beside her. Signals pinged through her nervous
system and woke up every cell. Charged with energy and ready,
oh so ready, she
was poised like a runner on a starting line. The tight buds of her
nipples ached to be plucked, and her underwear dampened from the
clenching of her pussy. She craved Neal inside her, on top of her.
Here. Now. It was about to happen.

Graci stopped beside her bed and stared at
the rose quilt with blind eyes.

“That’s beautiful. It
really is like stained glass.” Neal stood on the other side of the
bed. He stroked a hand over the bits and pieces of color she’d
painstakingly assembled. “This must have taken hours.”

“Quite a few.”

“How often do you make
one?”

“It depends on the size. A
couple of large quilts a year, but I also make small ones for
Children’s Hope, a charity that provides comfort items like stuffed
animals to kids in crisis.”

“Very cool.” He traced the
complex shape of one of the roses.

She shrugged. “I don’t know how much it
really helps when a kid’s house has burned down or Protective
Services is removing them from their home.”

“Hey, every act of kindness
matters. It’s just important to do what we can.” His smile was too
sweet and sexy as hell.

He grasped one side of the quilt and Graci
took the other. Together they drew it back, folded it, and removed
it from the bed, a simple act that signified so much.

She faced Neal at the foot
of the bed, her thoughts and emotions skittering all over like
marbles dropped on a wood floor. Forgot to
put on the mood music and the candles too. Should I have changed
into the lingerie? Too late. At least my room’s tidy and the sewing
machine’s covered. Wish I had space for all my stuff. But I’ll save
up for someplace nicer. Maybe by—

Neal grasped her arm and pulled her to him.
His palm was warm on the side of her face, and his gaze locked on
hers with an almost audible click, holding her fast.

“I think you’re pretty
awesome,” he whispered.

Awesome, her brain echoed as rational thought slipped
away.

He cupped her jaw, tilted her face, and her
lips naturally parted, waiting for what came next. His mouth
covered hers. Anticipation hadn’t fooled her into remembering
wrong. If possible, this kiss was better than the one the other
night. Maybe because she craved it even more.

Soft lips nibbled hers lightly, his tongue a
feather, tickling them. She leaned in farther and parted more with
each teasing touch. Not only her lips but her pussy opened, and in
her core, something unfurled. As their kisses deepened, her need to
control things crumbled. She gave herself over fully to sensation,
until she was a mere bundle of eager responses to his every
touch.

She stroked her hands up his back. The
muscles bunched under his shirt. But she needed to feel them. She
slid her hands underneath the fabric, and hot, smooth skin nearly
burned her palms.

Neal stopped kissing her long enough to peel
his shirt over his head and toss it aside. And, oh goodness,
somehow she was missing her top too. His hand cupped one breast
through her bra, gently kneading, a thumb brushing the peak of her
nipple through the fabric. She breathed faster.

Neal’s other hand pressed the base of her
spine, keeping her close to him. The hardness beneath his fly
pushed against her tender, aching sex, and a hot bolt of lust
slammed through her. She wanted that, wanted it right now.

She gripped his ass through those tight
jeans, hauling him even closer, and was rewarded by his quiet groan
against her throat. His mouth moved lower over her chest, across
the swell of each breast. He glanced up, checking in with her, and
Graci gave a little whimper of approval. He pushed her breasts
above the cups of her bra. The exposure to his sight made them ache
even more, her nipples painfully tight.

When Neal cupped one breast and licked it,
then covered her nipple with his mouth and sucked, the sharp, sweet
ache shot confetti and fireworks through her system. Her pussy
turned to jelly. Was it possible to come merely from having him
suck on her breast?

Graci pushed her hand through his soft, fine
hair. Curls looped around her fingers, and his head was warm and
hard underneath. She gently urged him toward her other breast. He
obligingly gave it equal attention. More pleasure, more gasps of
delight, and she wanted even more than that.

She pushed him away. “I want…” She quickly
stripped off her bra and the skirt she’d taken so long to shop for.
Dressed only in her panties, she lay on the bed. Neal stripped to
his boxer briefs and joined her there, lying face-to-face. The only
separation between those parts that desperately wanted to click
together was underwear.

This was all so easy, as natural as
breathing. How had she gone so far with Joey and not been desperate
to break through that final barrier between them? Maybe her
hesitation had been based on her Catholic roots, even though she’d
sworn it wasn’t. But maybe somewhere deep inside, she’d known Joey
wasn’t a man she could completely trust. Maybe sex meant too much
to her to share it with him.

Neal lay with his head resting on one arm,
those blue, blue eyes focused solely on her, making her suddenly
shy. She dropped her gaze to his right arm and stroked her fingers
over the Celtic pattern circling his biceps. The ink was so vivid,
it seemed she should feel more than skin, but smooth satin and
light hair were all her fingers experienced. She leaned to kiss the
tat on his neck, some odd gremlin or goblin. His voice vibrated
into her lips when he spoke.

“Yeah. That’s the one I
regret. Stupid art, and a really stupid time in my
life.”

Graci smiled and moved on, sampling the salt
of his skin and nuzzling beneath his jaw. He squirmed at the
sensation, so cute that she wanted to tickle him more.

Neal slid his hand down
between them until he cupped her pussy. Her underwear was thin
enough that the heat of his palm baked right through, and his
finger easily found her clitoris. He circled it lightly. Her body
contracted like one giant fist. So
good. She wanted to purr like a cat and arch into
his touch for more petting.

But when he started to push his hand under
the waistband of her panties, he paused.

“Graci, how far do you want
to go? I know what I’d like, but this is practically our first date. Is sex really
what you want? I could just bring you off, or we could stop at
making out.”

Again with the options. She appreciated his
caring but didn’t want to think that hard. She’d done far too much
thinking over the past days. Now she simply wanted to float along
on a wave of physical sensation. Maybe she didn’t need him to be so
considerate. Maybe she wanted him to just do it.

She leaned to kiss him and stroked his
erection through his briefs, distracting him from all those
questions. The bulge filling her hand was fine, but she needed
more. She slid her hand into his briefs and gripped his weight and
girth. She slid her hand up and down his length, and he groaned
softly. Good. She continued to stroke him—long, slow glides of her
fist.

Then Neal slipped his hand
into her pants to touch her, and that was really good. He rubbed her clit
until her body twitched, and the tension within her drew tighter
and tighter. So long since she’d enjoyed the feeling of a man’s
hands on her. When he slid a couple of fingers inside her while
still managing to keep the pressure on her clit, Graci nearly lost
it.

She couldn’t concentrate on doing the same
for him, not when Disney-cartoon magic sparkles were gathering at
the edges of her vision. Within seconds, she bucked beneath his
touch, flying up out of herself in rapture. Too soon. That wasn’t
how she’d meant for it to happen, but she’d needed this too
badly.

When the flashing lights faded away, she
opened her eyes and resumed her stalled motion on Neal’s steel-hard
cock. Oh, he needed this too. No doubt about it. But she didn’t
want to make him come this way. Maybe it was time for one of those
condoms and the next step.

She opened her eyes. Neal had propped himself
on one elbow to look at her.

“I’ll get a condom,” she
suggested as she let his erection slip from her hand.

His hand rested on her stomach, fingers
tapping out a silent melody. “Maybe not tonight,” he said at last.
“I’d love to do it. But I don’t think it’s time yet.”

Are you kidding me? It’s
time. It’s long past time. I have to do this. Tonight!
But even as her lusting body protested, part of
her relaxed in relief. Sex changed everything, either bringing
people closer together or driving them apart. If she wanted to keep
Neal as a friend, sex might ruin things.

“Are you sure?” she asked.
“I can at least finish you off. It’s not fair to leave you all
worked up.”

“That’s okay. I’ll survive.
Maybe next time.” He speeded up the rat-a-tat beat on her stomach.
“I’ve been thinking about you all week. I really like spending time
with you, and I don’t want to be that guy you use to get over your
ex. I’m starting to feel like an item on that list of yours.
There’s no hurry. Let’s take it slow and see where this
leads.”

Graci couldn’t speak. He’d caught her
labeling him as a transition guy. In all her agonizing over what
her feelings were about sex, she’d hardly given any consideration
to what Neal might want, or if he might feel used.

He’d been like a prop in her personal play,
but she no longer saw him that way. He really liked her, and he
could envision a more long-term relationship with her. His feelings
could be hurt.

Suddenly, losing her virginity on a deadline
had just become a lot more complicated. Maybe she simply wasn’t cut
out for casual sex.

 



Chapter Seven

“So, have you nailed your
‘plus one’ for the wedding?” Tara rolled in with all the subtlety
of a semitruck.

“Keep your voice down,”
Graci warned as she put a dish of empanadas in her mother’s oven to
keep warm. “My family’s up in my business enough about this
breakup. I don’t need to have my mom asking questions about my
dating life.”

“Ah, so you admit you’re
dating Neal.” Tara moved closer, still swiping a towel over the
same plate she’d been drying almost the entire time Graci had been
cooking.

“I admit nothing. We’ve
gone out a couple of times. We may go out again. But I don’t know
where we’re headed, or if we’re headed anywhere. And I’m certainly
not about to ask him to go with me to a wedding, especially not one
that’s still months away.”

“You like him, though. I
can tell. You started blushing when I said his name.”

Graci didn’t answer as she started putting
away ingredients. Sometimes silence was the only way to deal with
Tara.

“What’s he like? You guys
have anything in common?” Tara lowered her voice at last. “I know
you don’t have sex, but have you…gotten close? I bet he’s good with
his hands.”

“Who’s good with his
hands?” Luis clomped into the kitchen and started rooting around in
the fridge. “Is my little sis gettin’ busy?”

“You keep your mouth shut.
If you say something to Hugo, or, God forbid, Mom or Dad,
I’ll—”

Her brother turned from the
fridge, beer in hand, and grinned, his dark eyes twinkling almost
like the old Luis. “You’ll kill me. Got it. I swear I won’t say a
word, if you tell
me who the guy is.”

A little shiver shot up Graci’s spine at the
words “kill me.” She couldn’t hear them without thinking of Luis’s
tour in Afghanistan. She was so grateful to have him home in one
piece that she punched him hard in the arm. “Cut it out.”

“His name is Neal,” Tara
volunteered. “He’s a musician and a teacher, and the exact opposite
of Joey.”

“Well, that’s good. That
guy was a douche.” Luis sat on the edge of the center island and
popped the top on his beer. He handed a second one to Tara as she
hiked herself up beside him, legs dangling. They clicked bottles
before taking a long swallow.

Graci folded her arms and
leaned her back against the counter. “I thought you
liked Joey. You were
always nice to him.”

“I was nice to him because
I didn’t have a choice. He was your fiancé. What’d you do with the
ring anyway?”

“I gave it back, of course.
Why would I keep it?”

“Could have pawned it,”
Luis said.

“It was your ring. You
deserved to do whatever you wanted with it, especially after the
way he treated you,” Tara added.

“Fucking asshole,” Luis
growled. “I’d seriously like to beat his smug face in.”

“I’d like to help you.”
Tara’s wide brown eyes narrowed. “You know he cheated on her,
right? He didn’t just break up. He moved his shit to some bitch’s
place. A woman from work, apparently.”

“No. I didn’t know. Graci
didn’t tell me that part, only that he ended it. Now I
really want to kick his
ass.”

Tara shook her head. “Asshole.”

“Fucking asshole,” Luis
agreed.

They drank in unison.

Graci couldn’t help smiling at their show of
support. Besides, Tara and Luis together had always been hilarious,
like some old-time vaudeville team. When they weren’t bickering,
they were in perfect harmony.

“I heard you’re working for
Hugo now you’re back.” Tara changed the subject. “How’s that going?
You two were always like oil and water.”

Luis shrugged. “It’s work. It’ll do for
now.”

“You have something else in
mind?” Tara regarded him over her beer with that assessing gaze
Graci knew too well. Tara always seemed to be full of big plans for
other people.

“Don’t know yet.” Luis
picked at the label on his already empty bottle. “The tech work I
did in the army doesn’t really translate to any job in the private
sector. Not a lot of call to defuse IEDs. Right now, I’m happy
working on cars.”

“Nothing wrong with that.”
Graci shot Tara a look to silence her. The last thing Luis needed
right now was to be quizzed on his future. He’d returned from his
tour seeming exhausted. If all he wanted to do was work in Hugo’s
garage while he regrouped, that was fine. No pressure. No demands.
That was what he needed while he recovered.

Tara took the hint and
changed the subject again. “Did I tell you I was this close to
landing a part in a touring production of Les Mis?” She held her finger and
thumb an inch apart.

“Cool. For what part?”
Graci asked.

“Well, for the chorus,”
Tara admitted. “But I made it through two rounds of
cuts.”

Luis bumped shoulders with Tara. “Good job. I
saw your commercial the other day, by the way.”

“The soup one or another?”
Tara asked. “I have a few now.”

“No shit? Well, it was the
soup one, where the kid comes in from playing in the snow and you
feed him a big bowl of—”

“Nature’s Goodness, the
organic alternative,” Tara and Luis chanted in unison, then
laughed. It was so good to hear Luis laugh again.

“The company’s trying to
reach a broader market. Tara’s commercial may go national,” Graci
told Luis, proud to announce her friend’s good news.

“Too bad I got paid a flat
rate,” Tara said. “But if this takes off, I might become the face
of Nature’s Goodness.” She flashed a toothy smile and framed her
face with her hands.

“That’d be cool. I hope you
get everything you want.” Luis smiled at her, then hopped off the
counter. “By the way, Mom said to tell you guys to please set the
table.”

“’Cause you couldn’t
possibly do it, being a big tough man and all.” Graci pointed to the
silverware drawer.

Luis chuckled and went to get out the
flatware.

Just then, their mother
exploded into the kitchen, fanning her flushed face.
“Lo siento, mis hijas. I had to go outside for some air. These hot flashes are
killing me! You think cramps are bad, just you wait.”

“TMI, Ma.” Luis took the
table settings and glasses and went to the dining room.

“I’m serious. This is
miserable. Feels like Texas in summer.” Graci’s mom waved away her
complaints. “But anyway.” She turned her attention to coordinating
the meal preparations. Soon all the dishes were whisked out to the
table, and they sat down to dinner.

Her father said grace, and
everyone dug in, talking and laughing and passing dishes. As Graci
looked around at her beloved and sometimes annoying family and
Tara, she felt grateful for every one of them, even self-important
Hugo. There was nothing quite like having your life in free fall to
make you appreciate family. Men might come and go, but
familia was
forever.

What would this table look like with Neal
sitting at it? Would he joke with Luis? Talk to her dad about the
Bengals’ season? Listen patiently when Hugo boasted about his plans
for expanding to a second location? He would definitely compliment
Mom on her cooking, not only because it was really good but because
he was polite. He’d even told Graci he liked that bland fish she’d
made the other day. Yeah, she could see him fitting in here, even
if his tats might freak out her parents at first. He was a very
personable guy.

Holy crap, what was she doing imagining Neal
at a Ramirez dinner? It was one thing to have sex fantasies about
him, but quite another to begin including him in a mental family
photo. She had to get a grip and stop latching on to him like
this.

Keep things light and
noncommitted—that was the ticket.

 



Chapter Eight

An evening breeze blew off the river, cutting
right through her thin jacket. Graci shivered and hugged her arms
around herself. Neal slid an arm around her back, warming her, his
body sheltering her from the wind.

“Had enough? We can stop
walking any time you want,” he said.

“No. I’m fine. It’s too
beautiful to end it yet.” She indicated the illuminated view of the
downtown buildings reflected in the dark water. The Riverwalk
stretched four miles along the bank of the Ohio, all the way to
Kentucky, if they chose to go that far. She was content to walk a
good while longer with Neal’s arm around her.

“Tell me more about your
friends,” he said. “I don’t know Tara well, but from what I’ve
seen, you two don’t seem much alike.”

“We’re not. Opposites
complement each other, I guess. We’ve been friends since
elementary. We hooked up with the rest of our group in middle
school. There were five of us who were really close for a long
time.”

“You fell out of touch
after high school?”

She nodded. “We went to different colleges,
and Bree and Adya moved away. Tara went to New York for a while
before she came back. Even though Corinne and I never left Cinci,
we got busy with our own lives. That night we met you at the bar
was the first time the three of us had been out together in a long
time.” She didn’t need to mention the falling-out she and Corinne
had had over Joey. “But it looks as if we’ll all be together again
at Bree’s wedding in LA. Weird how you can drift apart from old
friends, but when you see each other again, it’s like no time has
passed.”

“You grew up together. It
makes you almost family.” He glanced at the skyline, and the lights
glittered in his eyes. Graci snuggled even closer into his
warmth.

“My best friend as a kid
was Matt Markovich,” he continued. “We stopped hanging out when I
got heavy into music and he was all about sports. Hardly talked
during high school, but when my mom died, he was right there for
me. Underneath all our differences and the years we fell out of
touch, he was still Matt, the kid I dared to eat worms and skipped
school with, the guy who was ready to take the fall when we got
busted for egging the vice-principal’s car.”

A vivid memory of Adya suddenly popped into
Graci’s mind. When the five of them had first started sitting at
the same lunch table, Graci hadn’t much liked Adya. Her delicate
features and perfect skin made Graci feel like a short, squat,
pimple-faced dumpling. Plus she was so stuck-up she hardly spoke to
anyone except Bree. If there was anyone Graci would’ve voted off
the island of their table, it would’ve been Adya.

But that was before the awful day when
Graci’s period started and she was stuck in the restroom with a
stained skirt and no way out. At twelve, she’d barely begun the
routine and didn’t carry any supplies in her purse. The messy
disaster was of the ultimate humiliation for a young girl. She’d
sat in the stall, crying, until a quiet voice floated through the
door.

“Graci, is that you? Are
you okay?”

Graci hardly knew Adya enough to identify the
voice.

“It’s me, Adya. No one else
is in here. Are you having a problem?”

“My period started.” Just
saying “period” was embarrassing to her.

“Here. I’ve got some
stuff.” A second later, Adya’s hand came under the door, offering
what she needed.

“Thanks.” Graci took a
breath and added shakily, “I’ve got a big spot on my skirt. I can’t
walk around like this.”

“Hand it out to me. I’ll
rinse it in the sink.”

“But then I’ll have a big
wet patch.”

“Hold on a minute. I’ve got
something in my locker you can wear. I’ll be right
back.”

Daring detention points for being in the hall
between classes, Adya had practically flown to her locker and back,
bringing a pair of gym shorts. The shorts were so tiny they’d
nearly cut off the circulation in Graci’s stocky legs, but they
were clean and they covered her.

After finally reaching her mother on the
phone, Graci had gone home for the rest of the day. But she’d never
forgotten how Adya came to her rescue, and she’d started to
understand Adya was quiet because she was shy, not because she was
a snob. When she did speak, she usually said something worth
listening to.

“What are you thinking?”
Neal brought her back to the present.

“I was wondering what our
friend Adya is up to. We’ve all texted and left messages, but
nobody’s heard from her in a while. We’re all a little
worried.”

“Maybe she’ll show up at
this wedding unannounced. Some people are just bad about returning
messages.”

“Maybe.”

Since there was nothing she could do about
Adya short of hiring a private investigator, Graci put her worries
aside and refocused her attention on the romantic walk with a guy
she was becoming increasingly attached to. The wake of a powerboat
passing on the river left the reflected lights of the city in
rippling pools of color like an Impressionist painting.

They stopped walking to watch. And then to
kiss. Neal’s arms went around her, pulling her snugly to him. His
cold lips met hers, and heat filled Graci. Other evening strollers
passed them. A jogger pounded by, and someone walking a dog, but
she and Neal were cocooned in a little bubble of their own.

After several moments, or maybe much longer,
he pulled away, leaving her with a final kiss on the tip of her
nose. “It’s freezing out here. Let’s go get something to eat. I
have a spot in mind.”

“Sure,” she agreed, but she
wasn’t even hungry. Her body felt loose and floating, yet tense
with need at the same time. How could she even think of
eating?

****

“Now don’t get mad at me,
but I’ve got a little surprise for you,” Neal warned her, as they
entered the wonderfully warm restaurant and bar.

“What kind of surprise?
Surprises shouldn’t make a person mad.” She looked around the place
for some clue, but only saw booths and tables and busy
waitstaff.

“You’ll see.”

He led her into the bar and to an empty
table. One look at the raised platform with a microphone, a couple
of speakers and a screen warned her what was in store.

“Oh no, no, no. Is that a
karaoke machine?”

“I’m helping you with your
list.” He held out her chair while she sat.

Graci dropped into the seat
with a thump. “You don’t understand how the list works.
I’m in charge of
it. I decide when
I’m ready to do the things on it.”

“How did the cake
decorating go, by the way?”

“We did cupcakes for the
first class. Mine looked like someone vomited roses on them, big
sloppy roses, not tiny cute buds like everyone else was doing.
That’s all the failure I can handle for one week. I’m not ready to
sing in public.”

His happy grin showed that he didn’t
comprehend her fear one tiny bit. “No one ever feels ready. You
just do it. And I’ll be up there right beside you, singing with
you. It’ll be fun.”

“Fun is very subjective,”
she grumbled.

While Neal ordered and consumed a large
burger, Graci picked at a salad and watched singers take the stage.
They ranged from the very talented to the cringeworthy, singles and
duos and small groups of drunken friends bellowing loudly.

“You see? I told you
everybody’s just here to have fun. There’s no one you have to
impress,” Neal pointed out after a giggling pair of girls muddled
their way through a rendition of No
Scrubs.

“I see, but there are still
grasshoppers in my stomach,” Graci whined. “I used to nearly have a
panic attack when I had to deliver a speech in class back in the
day. I’m not a get up in front of people sort of person.” She took
another sip of beer, but the alcohol gave her no false
courage.

“Our turn.” Neal rose and
held out his hand.

“What? When did you sign us
up? What song are we singing?” Terror rampaged through her like a
knife-wielding killer in a slasher flick.

Neal pulled her to her feet and gazed into
her eyes. “Trust me.”

She took a deep breath and
blew it out. I’m New Graci
tonight.
This is no big deal. New Graci finds the fun in
everything and embraces challenges.

“Okay. I’m
ready.”

She stepped onto the tiny stage and Neal
handed her a microphone. He whispered, “Don’t look at the people.
Look at that exit sign in the back, or at me.”

“Tell me I at least know
this song,” she murmured back.

“Trust me. You know
it.”

As the cheerful melody
began, Graci started smiling before the first words even came on
the screen. True to his word, Neal sang right along with her.
“It’s a world of laughter, a world of
tears. It’s a world of hopes, it’s a world of
fears…”

When they reached the
refrain, everyone in the place joined in. “It’s a small world after all. It’s a small world after
all.”

She glanced over at Neal, rocking out to
Disney, and joy bubbled up inside her, driving away the last of her
fears. This was like singing Happy Birthday with a group. There was
nothing scary about it at all. Other voices supported hers and
carried her along, and Neal held her hand as they sang
together.

Graci started laughing, so Neal carried the
second verse alone, but she rejoined him on the next chorus. As she
gazed at the wonderful, amazing, funny, kind, sexy man beside her
and sang the ridiculous yet oddly moving ditty, something happened.
A feeling swelled inside her, something much more than attraction
or liking or lust. It was the sort of feeling that could mean real
trouble. Her heart expanded and reached out. As though feeling the
tendrils touching him, Neal looked at her, and they clicked.
Connection made.

But almost immediately,
Graci began to tear it down. She couldn’t fall for him. She wasn’t
ready to place that kind of trust and faith in a man again so soon.
What had happened to her vow to keep things light? If every date
with Neal was going to end up with her getting in deeper, she
needed to completely put the brakes on.

Catching her negative vibe, Neal frowned. All
the fizzy joy drained from Graci as if a plug had been pulled.

“It’s a small world after
all, it’s a small, small world,” she sang
without a smile.

 



Chapter Nine

Graci’s eyes glazed over, and her lips hurt
from being stuck in an “I’m listening” half smile for the past
twenty minutes. Her date’s mouth was moving and words continued to
flow out, but he may as well have been speaking in tongues.
Luckily, Martin Sonneville didn’t seem aware of her inattention as
he continued to offer her very good tips on how to better manage
her money. Was this a date or a financial seminar?

She’d met Martin through a mutual friend at a
party last year. Joey hadn’t gone with her. Had he really been
working late, or was he already involved with Tessa, even then?
Flattered by Martin’s flirtatious attention that night, Graci
looked up his number when she decided to seek someone other than
Neal to date.

And here it came again, ready for instant
replay, the conversation about nonexclusivity she’d had with Neal.
How could she concentrate on anything Martin said with that scene
playing on a repeating loop in her mind?

SCENE: End of karaoke date. Walking back to
car. NEAL takes GRACI’s hand but she pulls away.

NEAL: What’s the matter? Are you upset
because I pushed you into singing? I’m sorry. I was trying to be
supportive.

GRACI: (shakes head) No.
You were right. It was fun. That’s not the problem.

NEAL: You want to tell me what is?

GRACI: (gestures back and forth between them)
This. This is what’s wrong. We’re getting too close. I told you I’m
not ready for another relationship.

NEAL: (frowns) And I agreed. No commitment.
Just dating.

GRACI: Except it doesn’t feel like just
dating. I’m already too into you. Right now I should be going out
on lots of dates. Experimenting a little.

NEAL: (coolly) So you’re saying you want to
see other people. (pause) Well, we never said we’d be exclusive. If
that’s what you want…

GRACI: (stops and faces
him) It might not be what I want, but it’s what I
need. I don’t mean to
hurt you, but I just…like you too much.

NEAL: (smiles slightly) And that’s a bad
thing?

GRACI: (serious) Right now, it is.

END SCENE

In the end, Neal had agreed with her. He was
always so agreeable. She almost wished he’d dug in his heels and
told her he liked her too much to back off. In fact, it kind of
hurt that he’d given her what she’d asked for—her freedom. Selfish
Graci, wanting to have it both ways. But as unreasonable as it was,
she couldn’t help how she felt.

Martin had stopped speaking at last. Graci
jerked her attention back to the present.

“I’m boring you.” The very
attractive man tilted his head and regarded her. His dark hair was
slightly gray at the temples. In his well-tailored suit with
salon-perfect hair, he oozed suave confidence.

“No. Not at all.” She
smiled and shook her head. “I’m just…a little
distracted.”

He smiled, flashing beautiful white teeth,
not a crooked one in the lot. “By what?” Leaning across the table a
little, he lowered his voice. “Maybe you’re not here to talk. Is
there something else you had in mind?”

The innuendo was clear, as was his interest
in moving on from lunch to something more intimate. Was this how
nooners happened? Could she be the sort of woman who would take a
sex break in the middle of the day?

“I have to admit, I was
surprised to hear from you after all this time,” Martin said. “I’m
glad you called.”

“I was involved with
someone. Now I’m not,” Graci answered succinctly. And why was it
that after only a few dates with Neal and despite the talk about
nonexclusivity, she felt as if she wasn’t telling the entire
truth?

Martin smiled. “That’s good.” He glanced down
at his coffee cup, then back up at her. “How would you feel about
stopping by my place? I can make you a much better cup of coffee
than this.”

She noticed his hand holding the cup, nails
manicured and buffed, a complete contrast to Neal’s broken-nailed
fingers that could conjure magic out of a keyboard…or her body.

Frowning, she forced those thoughts away.
Perhaps she could only remove Neal from her mind by being with
someone else. She felt a little queasy as she finally answered
Martin’s question. “Um, sure. Why not?”

Inside, a tiny voice that
sounded far too much like her mother clamored are you crazy? Tell him no. This is not who you are,
Graciela. Not who she had been, but New
Graci did all sorts of unexpected things, including following a
handsome older man out of a restaurant and back to his high-rent
apartment.

She could control this. She didn’t have to go
any further than she wanted to. That was what she promised herself
as she commented on the décor of his living room and the panoramic
view of the river.

Martin came up behind her and put a hand on
her waist. “Still want that coffee?” he whispered near her ear. His
breath tickled her cheek. It smelled like mint rather than the
lunch they’d just eaten. He’d popped a breath freshener on the
drive here. How thoughtful. How practiced. She wondered how many
times he’d stood in this exact spot standing just behind a woman
and gazing at the view while his hand slid slowly up and down her
side, fingers barely grazing the underside of her breast with each
stroke.

“I could fix you a drink
instead.” His husky murmur made the hairs on her arms rise and her
pulse trip along even faster. Never mind that it was only two
o’clock. Maybe a drink was what she needed to relax, because her
insides were beginning to snarl in knots.

“Sure.”

He squeezed her waist lightly before moving
over to the bar. “What do you want?”

“Tanqueray with a twist,”
she blurted, because it was the first thing that popped into her
mind. She’d never ordered that drink in her life and hated gin. But
it sounded cosmopolitan, the sort of drink a woman who did this
sort of thing would request.

She was acting a part, something she’d never
had to do with Neal.

And she was right back to
reliving their last conversation, the final thing he’d said before
they parted as he gently touched the side of her face.
“I could easily fall for you, but if you’re not
ready for it, then I don’t want it either. I want you to be happy,
Graci. You deserve to be.”

“Where are you? You’re a
million miles away.” A hand caressed her hair and lips pressed
against her temple. Oh right. Martin Sonneville, the man she’d come
here to possibly screw. It occurred to her she might be losing her
mind just a little.

He handed her a drink. One
tiny sip told her she hated the stuff. It was like drinking crushed
pine needles. Why are you here? What are
you trying to prove, Graci? And who are you really trying to prove
it to?

“Okay?” he
asked.

She smiled, or maybe grimaced. She wasn’t
sure what it looked like. “Mm. Good.”

“I don’t mean the drink. I
mean you.” He took the glass from her and set it aside, then leaned
in and kissed her.

She held absolutely still, submitting to
Martin’s expert technique. The man knew how to use his tongue, not
too pushy, not too wet, she observed with clinical detachment.

And she felt nothing at all.

Martin’s hands wandered over her body,
stroking, kneading, urging her toward response. His kisses were
long and slow and enticing.

And she still felt nothing.

Except for one thing. Graci turned her face
away and pushed against his chest. “I don’t want to do this. I’m
sorry. I didn’t mean to waste your time.”

If Martin was disappointed at her refusal, he
barely showed it, just wiped the dampness of kisses from his lips
and cleared his throat. “No, I’m sorry. Apparently I misread the
situation.”

“You didn’t. I thought this
was what I wanted, but it’s not. Thanks for lunch. And the
financial tips.” She searched for some smooth way out. There wasn’t
one. “It was nice seeing you again. Good-bye.”

He walked her to the door. “You have my
number. Call sometime if you change your mind.”

Graci groaned in relief after the door closed
behind her.

Another false start. Was she just a tease who
got men worked up then left them hanging? Clearly she wasn’t in the
right frame of mind to be with anyone, not a random hookup, and
certainly not Neal. That vow she’d made to lose her virginity
before Bree’s wedding was utterly ridiculous. She’d wanted to prove
to herself she was a fully sexual woman who wasn’t afraid to pursue
her desires. But maybe time spent alone or with friends was what
she needed right now.

If she could find pleasure in her own company
and satisfaction in being alone, maybe someday, when the time was
right, she could begin to date again, and maybe she’d even find
someone as special as Neal. He was the right guy, but at totally
the wrong time for her.

****

Several days later, while driving home from
her quilting group, Graci finally got a response from Adya, a group
text to all of them.

Sorry to be out of touch. I’m fine, but
doubt I can make your wedding, Bree. Congrats. So happy for you.
Love you all.

It seemed Adya
had simply moved on and
put the friends from her childhood behind her. Not everyone wanted
to stay in touch with their past.

Graci certainly didn’t want to stay in touch
with the parts that included Joey. He’d called her the other night,
well after two in the morning, waking her from a sound sleep.
Sloppy drunk and in tears, he’d begged for another chance.
Apparently Tessa had proven less than reliable, and he wanted good
old dependable Graci back. For a second, she’d felt a twinge at the
sheer misery in Joey’s voice. Then she realized the feeling was
disgust, not sympathy, and she’d hung up.

Triumph surged through her, energizing her
too much to go back to sleep. After jumping out of bed, she went to
her sewing area and began piecing together the quilt she planned to
make for Bree’s wedding present. The following day, she’d set her
phone to block Joey’s calls.

Now Graci checked her messages and found one
from the number that made her heart beat faster. She pulled off the
road before she listened to it.

“Hi. It’s me, walking that
fine line between charmingly persistent and stalker. I hope I’m on
the right side. This will be my last call or text, I swear. I’m
trying to keep my distance like you asked, but it’s
hard.”

Tears stung her eyes and she bit her
quivering lip. Neal’s restrained sadness was a lot harder to listen
to than Joey’s blubbering.

“I know we agreed to a
no-strings, nonexclusive friendship. But I need you to know that
I’m not interested in being with anyone else.” He swallowed
audibly. “So, there it is. If you’re still interested, call me
back. If not, I really do understand.”

Graci replayed the message twice more, tears
running freely down her cheeks. Her finger hovered, ready to press
Call Back with or without her permission. She quickly deleted the
message and pushed the phone into her purse. If she returned his
call, she’d break down and agree to get together.

Graci steeled her resolve,
recently bolstered by reading a copy of The Newly Single Woman’s Guide to Life. Latching on to a new relationship too soon was number two
on the list of things to avoid. Taking back your ex was number one.
At least she’d mastered that lesson.

Alone and happy. That was her new motto. But
sometimes it was hard to achieve it.

 



Chapter Ten

“Look what I have here,”
Corinne set a box on the coffee table and plopped onto the cream
leather couch beside Graci. The stark décor of Corinne’s living
room reflected the chic style of its owner. Even in her off-work
hours, Corinne always managed to appear impeccable. While Tara and
Graci wore sweats and old T-shirts for nighttime lounging, Corinne
had on a matched sweat suit, and her long black hair was pulled
into a smooth ponytail.

Tara, who’d been sitting on
the floor, knelt and pawed through the box. “Aw. Your
Tiger Beats! I can’t
believe you kept these.” She pulled out a few of the well-thumbed
teen magazines featuring mouthwatering hotties and essential news
for teenage girls from a dozen years ago.

“Oh. Is he still there? My
future husband?” Graci grabbed one of the magazines. “Remember when
we all picked out our perfect guy, and Bree and Corinne got into
that huge fight over who had rights to Michael Knox from The
HeartThrobs? Whatever happened to him?”

“Rehab, and then he did a
complete one-eighty and became a preacher. Swear to God. I watched
a video from him to his fans.” Corinne leafed through one of the
magazines.

“Here he is. My secret
lover.” Graci showed a page packed full of photos of her one-time
dream man. “Jayce Bright, star of only the best teen soap ever on
TV, Secrets in Sands’
End.” She studied the brooding,
never-smiling boy, who seemed so young now. “You know, I never
realized he had a pretty serious overbite.”

“How about this cutie?”
Tara kissed the magazine picture before displaying it to the
others. “Garri-Tee, hottest hip-hop artist of the century. And
still is. Have you seen this man lately? I believe I win this
contest, because my guy is the only one who isn’t a
has-been.”

“Yes, but did you
marry him?” Corinne
asked. “You don’t win until you do.”

Graci laughed and took another sip of her
wine. “Kids today don’t know what they’re missing only having
electronic magazines. You can’t rip out a photo and tack it on your
wall. You can’t sleep with his picture under your pillow at
night.”

“Uh, there is such a thing
as a printer, and girls today can photoshop themselves
with their make-believe
boyfriend and tweet it,” Tara pointed out.

“Still not the same.” Graci
wished Bree and Adya were there, completing their group. She
suddenly loved and missed them with a heart-wrenching tug, which
might be partly due to that third glass of wine.

“I can’t wait to see Bree
again. I wonder if Adya will change her mind and make the wedding,”
she said.

Corinne patted her issue
of Tiger Beat with the photos of Michael Knox. “At least I know my fiancé
is finally mine alone now that Bree’s getting married. As for
Adya…” She grew serious. “That text didn’t at all convince me she’s
okay. I’ll be flying to LA soon for an event, and I plan to take a
side trip to Seattle to check in on Adya. God knows I have enough
frequent flyer miles.”

“Good,” Tara said. “It’s
hard to tell from one little text, but I feel like there’s
something off too. She’s still our friend, and we made a lifetime
pact to be there for each other.”

“No secret too dark, no
judging ever,” Graci quoted tipsily. “I
love you guys.”

“Aw, we love you too,
honey.” Tara jumped up and gave her a hug, and Corinne smiled at
her.

“You know what? I have a
secret,” Graci confided. “It’s about Neal. I like him. I know I’m
not supposed to. I read the book you gave me, Tara. But I do. I
like him. I really like him.”

“Oh, Graci,” Corinne
sighed. “He’s not a good match for you.”

Tara glared at Corinne. “Shut it. Graci has a
right to feel what she feels.”

“She’s just drunk. She
doesn’t really mean it. This…musician is not the right sort of man
for Graci. Late hours. Gone every weekend. She wouldn’t be happy
with that.”

“So what? Maybe he’s right
for her for now. That’s all that matters. Besides, you don’t know
Neal at all. He seems like a pretty good guy to me,” Tara
said.

“He is! He
is a good guy,” Graci
chimed in. “And now he thinks I don’t want him.” Her lower lip
began to tremble, and she stopped it by taking another sip of
wine.

“You’ll be all right. There
will be other men when the time is right,” Corinne
soothed.

“I don’t want other men. I
want N-Neal.” She stabbed a finger at Corinne. “And you keep
judging me about the men I like. Do you think I’m too stupid to
make my own decisions? Do you think I’m an idiot?” Graci gestured
with her glass and spilled red wine on the white sofa.

“Oh Lord, there goes the
temper. Graci, don’t be an angry drunk.” Corinne took her glass and
set it safely aside. “I apologize. If you still want Neal, then you
should go for him. Just maybe don’t call him until
tomorrow.”

“She has a point there,”
Tara agreed.

“Fine. Whatever,” Graci
said. The song on the stereo changed to an up-tempo dance beat.
Suddenly, she couldn’t bear to sit any longer. She jumped up. “You
know what we should do right now? Go dancing.”

“There’s a club I know
that’s not too far from here,” Tara volunteered.

Corinne tossed her
Tiger Beat on the table.
“Okay, guys. If that’s what you want to do. But if Graci passes out
on the dance floor, remember I told you so.”

The next stretch of time was a blur, though
Graci remembered stepping out into the cold night air and getting
into the taxi. Next thing she knew, she was enveloped in the dark
noise of the club, a heavy beat thudding into her head and moving
her body. The place was busy, and they had to carve out a place for
themselves on the dance floor.

The music was live tonight, but Graci
couldn’t get a glimpse of the band through the throng. Not that it
mattered. It wasn’t Neal’s band. The music wasn’t anything like
what they played. She fell into the groove, aided by the tequila
shots they’d drunk before starting to dance. Closing her eyes, she
let her body go, heedless of how she might look to anyone else. New
Graci was a much better dancer than Old Graci, if only in her own
mind.

She waved her hands over her head and swayed
to the beat. A synthesizer solo caught her attention, the melody
reminding her of Neal for a moment, but she quickly dismissed the
thought. For tonight, she must stop obsessing about him and be here
in the moment with her friends, dancing.

The song ended, and the leader announced the
band would be taking a break, but everyone should stick around,
then recorded music cued up.

Corinne stared at the stage. “No way. Tara,
you didn’t.”

Tara’s eyes opened wide. “I had no idea,
swear to God. It’s a different band. How would I know?”

Even before she turned around, Graci knew who
she’d see. “It’s fate,” she muttered. “This has got to be
fate.”

The band members were
filing off the stage, and Neal was one of them. He messed around
with the controls on his keyboard before following the others to
their table. A beam of light hit him and he practically glowed.
Graci’s heart swelled like violins in a symphony. He was here. For
her. Fate wanted them to come together. No more doubts or confusion or
protests or second guessing. She was about to accept her
destiny.

Graci didn’t even have to push her way
through the crowd. People parted like the Red Sea before her. She
floated along in a haze of joy and rapture. Everything was exactly
as it was meant to be. God had brought her here tonight, right
where Neal happened to be filling in with some other band. God
wanted her to know true love at last.

Neal’s T-shirt clung damply to his body, and
he wiped sweat from his face with a cloth as he talked to someone
seated at the table. A dozen people were there, musicians and their
friends or family members.

Graci moved a little faster now. Any second,
Neal would turn and see her. He’d smile that gorgeous smile, and
his beautiful eyes would light up. Then she would break into a run,
covering the final few yards between them. He would sweep her into
his arms and kiss her and tell her how glad he was she was here
and—

A woman jumped up from her chair, came over
to Neal, and threw her arms around his neck. She said something,
then grabbed his face and pulled it down to hers for a kiss.

Graci stopped moving…and breathing.

Neal held the woman close while he kissed her
back.

Graci felt sick. Literally.
The shot of tequila wasn’t playing nice with the wine already in
her stomach, and the sight of Neal with someone
else—Already! He’d just left that message
in which he’d claimed he wasn’t interested in anyone but
me?—topped it off. Her happy buzz turned
to queasiness. She lurched toward the ladies’ room.

A sea of people surrounded
her. With her head spinning, the music deafening her, and the
contents of her stomach roiling, it was like she was literally
tossing on an ocean. Two thoughts chased round and round her
brain—she couldn’t hold her liquor
anymore, and who was that bitch with her skanky arms around
Neal?

She barreled into the ladies’ room and into
one of the stalls, where she crouched down, breathing hard. Nothing
happened. The churning in her stomach subsided as she stared at the
toilet and knelt on the disgusting floor of a public restroom.

Her guts continued to
gurgle, but the impending threat had passed. Graci went to the
sink, cupped her hands under the faucet and drank before splashing
her face. A sloppy drunk with smudged eyeliner and hair clinging to
her damp face stared at her from the mirror. She could
illustrate pathetic in the dictionary.

Someone entered the restroom. One glance at
the skintight, too-short skirt and the supersized hairdo chilled
her blood. This was the very skank who’d been swarming all over
Neal. Fate again. What else could have brought her straight to
Graci?

“Hey!” Graci shouted,
startling herself.

The woman stared at her with wide eyes. “I’m
sorry. Do I know you?”

“Not yet, but you will.”
Logic fled the room, and an angry ghetto bitch took possession of
Graci. “You’re here with Neal Murray?”

“Yes. He’s a friend of
mine. Why?”

Rage thundered in Graci’s head, pounding with
every beat of her heart. She moved a step closer, stabbing her
finger at the chest of the skank’s butt-ugly sparkly halter top. “I
suggest you keep away from him, Hairdo. End the night, and don’t go
out with him again.”

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me, you ’80s
throwback ho-bag.” Normal Graci hovered at a distance and watched
Crazy Graci go nuts, her voice growing shriller and louder with
every vile thing she said.

“You’re insane.” The woman
backed up and reached for the door handle, just as someone came
through, slamming the door right into her.

“Oh my God, I’m sorry!” It
was Tara, with Corinne right behind her.

“Jesus!” Neal’s date rubbed
the side of her head where the door had hit her. “What the
hell?”

While Tara tended to her, Corinne moved
toward Graci. “Graci, Are you all right? I saw you run to the
restroom. Did you get sick?”

“Your friend is drunk off
her ass.” Neal’s date snapped. “You should take her home before she
pisses off somebody who’s not as nice as I am.”

“And who are
you?” Tara folded her
arms and jutted a hip, ready to defend Graci.

“Neal’s girlfriend,” Graci
whimpered as she slumped against Corinne who had put an arm around
her.

The woman shook her big-haired head. “Girl,
you’d better check yourself. You are one crazy bitch.” She walked
out of the restroom.

Graci called after her, “I’m sorry.”

Tara offered her a tissue to wipe her leaking
eyes and sniffling nose. “What did you say to her?”

“Terrible things. I saw her
with Neal, and when she came in here, I just lost it. I went nuts
and called her names and threatened her. I wanted to
hit her!” Graci spoke in
gasping bursts between sobs. “I am so messed up.”

“Yeah. I think we should’ve
thought twice before those tequila shots,” Corinne said.

“I don’t mean drinking
tonight. I mean everything. Ever since Joey left. I don’t know who
I am any more. Old Graci? New Graci?” She hiccupped and sobbed into
the disintegrating tissue some more.

“Aw, honey.” Tara pulled
her into a big hug. “You kept saying you were okay, but I knew you
weren’t. Tell us everything. No secrets.”

Graci drew back, blew her nose on a fresh
tissue, and began. She told them about her vow to lose her
virginity and her half-assed attempts to make it happen. She
explained how she’d really met Neal and how she’d fought against
liking him too much.

“And then tonight, I
suddenly saw everything clearly. All that bullshit about rebound
relationships and spending time alone to discover myself doesn’t
mean anything. Love doesn’t work on a schedule. It comes when it
comes. I love Neal, but it’s too late. He’s with that…that
woman.”

“Just because they’re on
one date doesn’t mean they’re together. You need to talk to him,”
Tara said.

Corinne held up her hand. “Wait. Back up.
What I don’t understand is why you decided you needed to screw
somebody like you were getting a booster shot. I thought you were
waiting for marriage. Isn’t that what you said?”

Graci rubbed her eyes. “When I said that,
Joey and I were going to get married soon and I wanted to save that
final act for our wedding night. Maybe I’m more Catholic than I
wanted to admit. But now I think it was also about him. Somewhere
deep inside, maybe I didn’t trust him.”

“Well, that I can understand,” Corinne
said. “But what changed your mind about sex? Why did you think you
were ready now?”

“I wanted to prove to
myself I’m a fully sexual person,” Graci admitted. “I didn’t want
to show up at Bree’s wedding the lone virgin. I wanted to be
different, to be someone else.”

Tara stroked her hair. “But Graci, you’re
fine just the way you are. We all love who you are. Trying new
things like you’ve been doing is great, but you shouldn’t change
just for the sake of change.”

Graci threw up her hands.
“I see that now.
I’ve been an idiot, and now I’ve lost the only guy I’d
really like to go
to bed with.”

There was a tap on the restroom door then it
opened. Neal entered, frowning.

“Oh Lord,” Corinne
muttered.

“Graci? I can’t believe
you’re here,” he said. “My friend Wendy told me some woman verbally
assaulted her in the john. She heard one of her friends call her
Graci, but I couldn’t believe it was really you. What the fuck is
going on?”

The fires of hell consumed her. She wished
they’d burn her to ash just to make her disappear. Would this
horrible, humiliating night never end? And would Neal ever speak to
her again after witnessing her at her very worst—for the second
time?

“I am so sorry,” Graci said. “I didn’t
mean to insult your date. I just saw you two together and went
ballistic.”

Neal stared at her like she
was some mystifying substance on the sole of his shoe he couldn’t
quite identify. “Are you serious? Wendy isn’t my date. She’s an old
friend I used to share a place with along with some other friends.
She’s back in town and…” He threw up his hands. “I don’t know why
I’m explaining this to you. Even if it was a date, why should you
care? You’re the
one who wanted to keep it casual, remember?”

“I’m sorry. If I could take
back the last few weeks, I would. The way I waffled back and forth,
getting close to you and then fighting against it. I’m a mess. I
told you I shouldn’t be with anyone right now.”

“Probably not.” His eyes
flayed her like a whip, stripped her raw, and she deserved it. This
was laid-back Neal in anger mode, something she hadn’t encountered
before. She felt ashamed and sorry and wanted to throw herself at
him and beg forgiveness.

The restroom door opened again, and several
women came in, stopping short when they saw Neal.

“Um. I need to pee. Go
fight with your boyfriend someplace else,” one of them
said.

“I’m not normally unstable
and I rarely drink this much.” Graci straightened up and tried to
pull her whiny self together. “I want to make this right. Let me
apologize to your friend, and then can we go someplace quiet and
talk?”

“Not tonight.” Neal said
curtly. “I don’t think Wendy is feeling particularly forgiving
right now. Besides, I have to get back to work. We have another
set.”

“Right. Of course.” She
rubbed her eyes and took a step toward him. “Maybe after? I’d
really like to explain myself better.”

His gaze chilled her like blue ice. “Not
tonight,” he repeated. Then he turned and walked out of the
restroom.

“Ouch!” one of the women
exclaimed. “Somebody’s not gettin’ any loving tonight.”

“Quiet, bitch,” Tara
snapped at the stranger.

Corinne tugged on Graci’s arm. “Come on.
Let’s go home.”

“I ruined it,” Graci
muttered. “A chance to be truly happy, and I kicked it to the
curb.”

“Shh. Calm down. It’s not
that bad. You’ll call him tomorrow and fix this,” Tara soothed as
she took Graci’s other arm. When one of the trio of women started
to laugh, Tara wagged a finger at her. “Shut it!”

 



Chapter Eleven

The following day, Graci woke with a fuzzy
mouth, a pounding head, and a belly full of guilt and remorse.
Every time she remembered another thing she’d said to Big Hair, she
cringed, and recalling Neal’s angry eyes and sharp tone made her
want to curl up in bed and cry. But the scents of bacon and coffee
and Tara’s and Corinne’s voices beckoned her to the kitchen. She
dragged herself off the guest bed in Corinne’s apartment and
staggered into the bathroom. By the time she’d washed her face and
brushed her teeth, she felt a little more human.

“Hey,” Tara greeted
her.

“Want some bacon?” Corinne
asked.

Surprisingly enough, she was starving. “A
whole plate full, please. I’m giving up drinking and taking up
eating instead.”

She plopped down at the kitchen table, and in
seconds, a plate full of eggs, toast, and bacon appeared in front
of her. It was nice having friends to care for you after you’d
humiliated yourself in a public place once again.

“What’s on your agenda
today?” Tara asked. “Corinne and I thought maybe we could all go
roller blading like we used to.”

“Damage control,” Graci
answered. “I need to see Neal and apologize again, both to him and
his friend.”

“You sure she’s just a
friend? You did say she was macking on him.”

“No one says ‘macking’
anymore, Corinne,” Tara said, “And so what if he kissed her? It
wasn’t as if he was cheating on Graci. They weren’t
together.”

“It’s a big deal if he lied
about it.” Corinne slapped another pair of loaded plates on the
table and sat down.

Cheating and lying. God, she never wanted to
suffer through that sort of betrayal again. Neal seemed to be
completely transparent and trustworthy. Her instinct told her he
was. But maybe she was a poor judge of character. She had been once
before. How could she ever completely trust a man, or her own
feelings again?

“I don’t believe Neal’s
like that.” Tara said what she’d been thinking. “I don’t know him
well, but I get nothing but good vibes from him.” She gestured
toward Graci with her fork. “And you’re not helping her by putting
doubts in her head.”

Corinne frowned. “You’re
right. I’m sorry, Graci. I’m doing it again, aren’t I? Being
overprotective and interfering. Neal does seem like a nice guy. I’m sure
he’s one of the good ones.”

It was exactly what she needed to calm her
nagging fears and doubts. “Thanks. I needed to hear that,
especially from you.”

“So you do what you have to
and get your man back,” Corinne said.

Graci checked for new messages on her phone.
There were none.

Sorry for last night. I’m
an idiot. Can we talk? She took a breath
before pressing Send.

Because she couldn’t spend all day
obsessively checking for an answer, she went to the park with her
friends. She hadn’t been on roller blades in years, and it didn’t
take long for her legs to ache and her toes to go numb. She sat on
the nearest bench on the trail. “Go on ahead. I’ll wait here till
you loop around and come back.”

She watched her friends disappear around the
next bend, Tara lithe and petite, Corinne solid and a little
chunky, both of them beautiful. There was no substitute for good
friends to keep a woman from wallowing in self-pity.

The quiet chime of an incoming message had
Graci scrambling for her phone like a dog responding to a dinner
bell.

Neal had responded with a
single word: When?

****

They met at the same café
where they’d had their first date. How Graci wished she could
rewind to that day and veer off on a different course from the one
she’d taken. She would have accepted the gift of happiness that had
so unexpectedly dropped into her life. She should have stopped
worrying about sex so much. She could have had Neal in her life
right now without any drama. But woulda,
shoulda, coulda never made cake, as her
mom used to say—which was absolutely nonsensical but somehow
completely wise.

Neal sat across from her unsmiling and cooler
than she’d ever seen him. She had one shot to try to fix this. She
trembled at what she was about to do to prove to him how much she
cared.

Graci faced him over her coffee and offered a
tentative smile. “Thank you for meeting me.”

He nodded but didn’t say anything.

“I’m truly sorry for giving
you the cold shoulder and for the things I said to your friend last
night.”

His lips quirked slightly, and her heart grew
wings. “Wendy really does have pretty big hair.”

“I was just jealous when I
saw her kiss you, and drunk…again. You probably think I’m a lush,
but I swear I’m not.”

He toyed with a spoon on the table. “I have
to admit I kind of enjoyed you being jealous. But I haven’t enjoyed
you running hot and cold, acting like you want to be together, then
changing your mind and shutting me out again. We hadn’t talked for
days yet you seemed to expect me to be …what….waiting for you,
pining over you?”

“I didn’t call, because if
I heard your voice, I couldn’t go through with keeping my distance,
and I thought that’s what I needed—not to become too involved.” She
inhaled. “But I only realized I don’t want to stay away. If you can
forgive me, I’d like to start over.” Her heart pounded so hard her
chest hurt and she could barely speak. “And I want to show you
exactly how much I’m ready to commit now…”

Her hand shook as she pulled out her iPod and
cued it to the right track. She’d already practiced this. With the
volume turned all the way up, the song was audible even without
speakers. She set the device on the table and rose from her chair
as the intro played.

Only two minutes of
humiliation. You can do this. Bravery is in the trying.
Graci ignored the other diners who were looking
their way. She gazed only at Neal’s stunned face and began to
sing:

“Leaving is hard, but
staying is harder.

Burned too bad. My trust is in ash.

But if you’ll be patient, I will do
better.

I will be stronger and break this
impasse.

I offer faith and trust

And love, love, love.

Please accept my apology,

And I’ll show you how good it can be.”

Her voice faltered on the
second verse. Goddamn, she’d practiced so hard, preparing for this, but for her
carrying a tune was like Jack and Jill attempting to gather water.
She started tumbling downhill, and then it got worse as she forgot
the words.

Neal’s delighted smile erupted into laughter.
He jumped up from his chair and pulled her into his arms. “Enough!
I get it. You are fucking adorable.”

“Sorry. I thought I had it
memorized.” His shoulder muffled her voice. “It’s one of your
songs.”

“Yeah, I got that. How did
you get a track without words?”

“Your guitar player, Tom,
sent me an MP3 earlier today, and Tara helped me learn the song.”
She added ruefully, “Sort of.”

He pushed her back to look
into her face. “You did fine. It was amazing. No one has
ever done anything like
that for me before.”

She shrugged and smiled. “I’m an original. I
wanted to make some big gesture to prove to you how serious I am
about this.”

“You made it.” He
chuckled.

“So you’ll give me another
chance? I won’t pull away again, I swear.” She stared up into those
blue, blue eyes and offered every bit of sincerity she possessed.
“I’d like to start over.”

“Like, with a first date?”
He glanced around the café tables, where a few customers still
gawked, but the rest had resumed their own conversations. “We’re in
the right place.”

“I loved that date, loved
the flash mob. I’ve loved every minute I spent with you. Maybe
it is too soon
for me to become involved with someone again, but I don’t even
care. I want to be with you.”

Neal guided her back into her seat and pulled
his chair closer to hers. “I understand your hesitation to trust
again. After Jennie, I wasn’t fit to be with anyone for a couple of
years. I haven’t forgotten what that felt like. But I think before
we start over, you need to talk to me about your ex. I’m a pretty
good listener.”

“Oh, jeez. Do you really
want to hear about Joey? It’s over. What’s the point?”

“You haven’t finished
working through your feelings, just locked them away. You can’t
pretend three years of your life never happened.”

She nodded slowly. “All right, but you start.
Tell me two things about Jennie, one good and one bad, and I’ll do
the same.”

He gazed at the passing
people on the sidewalk. “She had a great laugh. No matter how
crappy my day was, her laugh could always cheer me up. But the
problem was she tended to laugh at
people rather than with them.” He looked at
Graci. “Now you.”

“Joey was…neat. Organized,
like I am, which made living together easy. He was smart and
sensible, and I could depend on him.” She snorted. “I
thought I could. Our
relationship was a lie, an illusion—or my delusion. I ignored all
the signs. So, like your song says, I’m afraid to trust again.
Afraid to trust my own instincts even when they tell me I want to
be with you.”

There it was. Raw and out in the open for
Neal to see. It had cost her a lot to tell the truth. She sat
quietly, waiting to see what he would do with it.

“The way I feel about you
scares me too. I’m just as nervous to take a chance.” He frowned
and shook his head. “It’s always
a risk to trust someone. But I swear, Graci, with
us it doesn’t have to be so complicated. I feel like we’re a
perfect fit.”

“Me too,” she said simply
because it was that simple. “I do too.”


Chapter Twelve

“Tara’s acting weird
lately. She’s hardly talked to me over this past week. I think
maybe I’ve done something to piss her off, but I don’t know what it
is.”

Neal swung Graci’s hand lightly as they
walked along between the stalls and carts of the Farmers’ Market.
He clutched a bag of produce in the other. “Did you ask her about
it?”

“Yeah. She says nothing’s
wrong.”

“Then maybe nothing is.
Maybe she’s working through some issues of her own, or maybe she’s
just in a bad mood.”

“Tara’s never in a bad
mood.”

Neal pulled her over to a booth where a woman
was selling knitted caps and scarves, picked out a rainbow-striped
scarf, and held it up for Graci to inspect. He raised an
eyebrow.

She shook her head and reached for a blue
one, which she wrapped around his neck. It made his eyes pop. She
nodded in satisfaction, but Neal took it off and put it back.

“Not really my style.” He
took Graci’s hand and walked on. “I wouldn’t worry too much. Give
her some time.”

“You’re right. She’ll talk
to me when she’s ready. Tara doesn’t keep secrets.”

Graci reached into one of the bags she
carried, and broke off a piece of homemade fudge.

When the chocolate melted on her tongue, she
groaned in delight. “You have to taste this.” She offered Neal a
bite.

Graci watched the movement of his lips, his
teeth biting, his throat undulating slightly, and sudden heat
bolted through her and settled between her legs. Neal’s slightest
movement, expressions that crossed his face, the rasp of his voice,
or, oh God, when he sang around her apartment—any of those things
caused a fierce onslaught of lust. She was gaga over him.
Completely infatuated. Almost two weeks into their second chance at
dating, she couldn’t be happier.

“Too sweet, but good.” Neal
leaned and kissed her mouth, his tongue lingering on hers before he
pulled away. “I like the way it tastes on you better.”

She smiled. Everything about him made her
smile. It wasn’t just the blush of new love when everything is
still rosy and perfect. There was a sense of “rightness” with him
that she’d never experienced before. This was what finding a true
partner felt like.

They held hands again as they walked among
the stalls of the busy marketplace, the aromas of food and flowers
filling the crisp fall air. Her hand was a bit sticky from the
fudge. His was large and strong and wrapped snugly around hers.

“Want to go back to my
place?” she asked.

“Yeah, I suppose we’d
better get some of this stuff into the fridge.”

“I wasn’t thinking about
that. I was thinking I need to get you alone. I was thinking I
can’t wait one more minute to be with you in private.” She gave his
hand a squeeze.

Neal smiled and walked faster, pulling her
along with him to the parking lot.

****

Once the produce was put
away, Graci stood in her kitchen with her hands on Neal’s waist and
rose up on her toes to kiss him. Sweet chocolate still lingered on
his tongue as it stroked over hers. Her fingers curled into the
low-slung waistband of his jeans, her knuckles brushing his
hipbones. Hot flesh seared her fingers, sent bolts of lightning
flashing through her. And those kisses set off a chain reaction
through her body. Want turned to need turned to must
have.

His arms held her quivering body upright to
keep it from melting into a puddle on the kitchen floor. He kissed
her lightly at first, teasing her lips apart, and then delved
deeper. Graci wrapped herself around him and glided on a wave of
pure sensation.

When Neal broke off those slow, lingering
kisses, she whimpered.

He looked into her face, traced his
fingertips from her temple down to her chin. “You’re so beautiful.
I’m so glad you gave us another chance.”

“No, I’m glad
you did.” She licked her
lips and took his hand. “Would you like to, uh, see my quilt
again?”

“I would
love to see your quilt.”
He followed her into the bedroom.

Graci drew back the covers and plumped the
pillows, heart tripping along like a tap dancer. Not fear but
anticipation drove its beat as she looked at Neal over her
shoulder.

He stood, watching, waiting for her
direction, uncertainty furrowing his brow. “Are you sure about
this?”

She nodded. “I know we were going to take our
time, but I’m ready. Really ready this time. I want you, Neal. I
don’t want to wait anymore. Will you have sex with me? If you don’t
mind,” she added.

Neal smiled. “I don’t mind.”

He lifted the hem of her top to pull it over
her head. His palms cupped her bare shoulders, heating her and
making her shiver. Graci held still as a statue while he continued
to explore her body with featherlight touches, stroking her arms
then her throat, the hollow of her neck and her chest. His
sensitive musician’s fingers traced the curve of each breast as if
he played her body, and then plucked at her nipples visible through
the fabric of her bra.

Graci unclasped her bra and tossed it. The
garment clung to the edge of her dresser before sliding to the
floor. She straightened her back, her chest thrusting before her.
Naked, her flesh burned more than ever and her nipples ached as
they tightened even more. Her chest rose and fell rapidly. She
glanced down at her breasts, one attribute she was quite proud of
with their full curve and erect brown nipples. The admiration in
Neal’s eyes as he stared at them made her like her boobs even
more.

He weighed one in his hand
and lowered his head to the other. At the first touch of his mouth,
the sucking that sent electricity straight down to her sex, Graci
inhaled sharply through her teeth. The tender ache in her breasts
made her pussy throb. Her thighs tensed at the sharp clutching
sensation. More, more, more,
every pulse begged.

She dragged Neal’s T-shirt off him to stroke
her hands over the wonderfully smooth muscles in his shoulders and
upper back. Every ripple of movement beneath her hands sent a new
wave of desire through her. His body was perfect, solid and strong,
but lean as an alley cat. She smoothed her hand over the blue
scrolls on one bicep and the Chinese script on the other. Neal had
yet to tell her what the symbols meant to him. So much history for
both of them to share as the days in front of them unfolded.

Neal moved lower now, abandoning her breasts,
leaving her nipples glistening wet. Graci caught another sharp
breath as his mouth skated over her abdomen and his tongue circled
her navel while his hands busily unfastened her jeans.

With a quick pull, he stripped her bare,
pulling both jeans and panties down to her knees. A little shock
speared through her. Modesty made her reach to cover her exposed
pussy. But she stopped her hands and held them by her sides. Every
part of her quivered now as Neal took her clothes the rest of the
way off and she stood completely nude.

He knelt before her and leaned in, gently
nudging her legs farther apart. His thumbs parted the lips of her
pussy, and he gave a long, slooow lick.

Every part of her contracted at the
electrifying touch. She moaned and swayed toward him. He held her
steady, gripping her ass, as his tongue delved inside, lapping her
juices, then returned to flick her clit again.

Her legs were trembling so she could hardly
stand upright. Neal abruptly rose, scooped her off her feet, and
carried her to the bed. He stripped off the rest of his clothes and
moved to crouch between her legs.

She feasted on the sight of him, the taut
muscles and thick cock thrusting aggressively toward her. God, she
wanted to feel it now. Inside her. What would that be like? Her
pussy ached with emptiness, so eager to be filled.

Graci’s body hummed in anticipation as he
braced himself over her. His erection bumped her stomach, and she
reached between them to grasp it, stroke it, and enjoy his
desperate gasp of pleasure. He pushed into her hand, and feeling
his need made her wetter than ever. She was more ready than she’d
ever been.

She reached for the condom on her night table
and carefully rolled it down his length. A shame to cover that
amazing appendage in latex. She wished she could have him without
any barrier between them.

Then Graci lay back and pulled him over her
once more. For this first time, it occurred to her she’d never
mentioned she was a virgin. But she wasn’t going to interrupt
things now as she guided him to her entrance.

She was so wet that the penetration was easy.
If there was any vestige of hymen left, she didn’t feel it tearing.
Only pleasure filled her as her body stretched—and then stretched
some more. His cock slipped in as if it were made for her. Filled
at last, her muscles clamped around him and only released him
reluctantly.

Neal withdrew and thrust again. Okay, a tiny
bit of pain after all. She wasn’t used to the friction as he rubbed
against her inside. Graci held her breath and tensed.

Neal stopped moving and looked down at her,
those bright eyes like lights searching her face. “You all
right?”

“Yeah.”

“I can feel you tensing. We
can still stop if you want.”

“I don’t want to stop. It
just hurts a little, because”—she hesitated, then blurted— “because
I haven’t done it before.”

His eyes opened wide, and he pulled back.
“What?”

“I haven’t.”

“But you were together for
three years.”

“We were waiting until
after we were married. Or at least I was. I guess he
wasn’t.”

“Why didn’t you mention
this before? Jesus!” Neal withdrew, leaving her pussy empty and
seeking. “Is this a religious thing? What made you change your
mind?”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean
to get into this right now.” She clutched his rear, and reached for
him with her body. She needed him back inside her.

He resisted her pulling. “I think it’s kind
of worth talking about.” His voice rose slightly.

“We did other things, but I
wanted to save sex for our wedding night. Maybe on some level I was
still Catholic enough to care. But one year passed, then another,
and the wedding never happened.” She rubbed against him enticingly,
making him groan. “Now I’ve changed my mind. I want sex. I want
it now. Please
don’t make me wait anymore.”

Neal gave a little sigh. “As long as you’re
sure you won’t regret it later.”

“I’m sure,” she swore and
moved her hips so his cock rested at her entrance again.

His eyes half closed. “Oh, fuck it.” He
thrust into her once more.

Graci allowed her body to relax and accept
each push. Not so painful after all, the mild discomfort eclipsed
by pleasure as he angled his body low so his groin slid over her
clit. With every brush across the sensitive bud, bright sparkles
danced at the edge of her consciousness.

This. This was what she needed, what she’d
been lacking for too long. The sensation of fullness and rising
ecstasy were only the start. The man in her arms made it right,
made her complete. In that instant, she understood that any
fuck-buddy she may have hooked up with wouldn’t have given her
this. The sense of connection was what she’d craved, and with Neal
she’d found it.

Her body rose and fell with his in slow, easy
motion. She dug her fingers into his back and lifted her legs to
hook her heels around his thighs. She groaned as the angle changed
and his cock hit someplace really special inside her.

“Okay?” he
gasped.

“Mm,” she growled. “Don’t
hold back.”

He moved faster then, pumping harder,
slamming into her. She loved him for being careful with her, but
loved this loss of control even more. She responded to his
desperate need and to that magical spot he kept hitting. The fizzy
sparkles inside her began to coalesce, and suddenly, exploded.

Arching up, she clasped Neal’s body so tight
he grunted. With eyes closed, she tossed on waves of blissful
sensation. So amazing. Better than the hype. No wonder the world
seemed to revolve around wanting and getting sex. But not any
partner would do.

She opened her eyes to see Neal’s face close
above hers, a face that had become beloved in a very short time.
His brows knitted and his eyes closed as he pushed into her, then
froze. His head tilted back, neck tendons stretched tight. Such
pleasure, and she had given it to him. She loved that.

Sex was like an exchange of gifts, done right
if both givers ended up satisfied, but if the matchup was wrong,
you could end with a white elephant. This match was exactly
right.

Neal’s eyes opened, and he looked at her. Oh,
those crazy blue eyes. She’d never get tired of looking into them
or having them gaze at her with that loving expression.

“All good?” he
asked.

Languid as a cat, she
stretched beneath him, curling and uncurling her toes. She smiled.
“Very good. And
very glad I waited for this. For you.”

Neal smiled back at her. “Me too.” He rocked
against her, his cock slowly softening. “I hope it was everything
you’d hoped for.”

“It was.” Graci cupped the
side of his face, the soft scratch of his beard tickling her palm.
She traced a thumb over his lower lip, then guided his face down to
hers for a kiss. “Thank you. I couldn’t have hoped for a better
first time.”

He withdrew from her, cleaned up, then lay
beside her, one arm slung over her body. The weight of his arm felt
sheltering, protective. She snuggled against it and glided her hand
up and down the Chinese tattoos. Her sexy, cool, new man, who
treated her with such kind consideration.

“Hey, if you’re not busy
this weekend, I have an out-of-town gig at a resort,” he said.
“Maybe you’d like to come. Some of the other guys are bringing
wives or girlfriends along, so you’d have someone to hang with
while we’re on stage.”

A band groupie. New Graci was doing a lot of
things Old Graci had never imagined. “Sure. I’d love to come hear
you play.”

She stroked a hand down his side, feeling the
ridges of his rib cage. “And I have something I’d like to invite
you to, if you’re interested. It’s this wedding for my friend Bree.
A week in LA. If you can get the time off and I can score some
cheap plane tickets, would you like to come? I could use a plus
one.”

He kissed her shoulder. “I’d love to be your
plus one.”

 



Epilogue

Graci checked her seat belt for the tenth
time, as if being buckled in securely would help if this tiny plane
went down. Her breathing was too fast and her heart rate rapidly
accelerated. She sucked in a slow breath and held it, willing
herself to calm.

“Everything all right?” The
pilot asked through the headphones that hugged her ears.

“Uh-huh. I’m good,” she
lied. “Thanks for taking me up. This is…great.”

“You look freaked-out.” He
stared at her through reflective sunglasses that hid his eyes.
“Don’t panic. I know what I’m doing. But if you start to lose it,
there’s a vomit bag right under your seat.”

“Good to know.” She smiled
at him through gritted teeth. Insane man. Jim, her dad’s friend,
did this for fun, flew in a two-seater Cessna the size of a
computer desk for a hobby! Quilting looked increasingly desirable
right at this moment as he adjusted controls, the engine roared,
and the plane vibrated.

“We’re going to be taking
off into a downwind, so it might be a bit rough.”

“What?”

Either she didn’t speak into her mic clearly,
or he pretended not to hear her. Jim steered the plane down the
runway, circled around, then began to taxi toward takeoff.

I’m not afraid of heights.
I’m not afraid of heights, Graci repeated
faster and faster as the plane gathered speed.

I’m afraid of
falling! She gripped the arms of her seat
and pressed her feet against the floor as the Cessna left the
ground.

The pilot was right. The ascent was a little
like being on rough seas in a small boat. But as they rose through
the air and reached treetop level, the air seemed to smooth out.
The bumpiness ended.

Graci slightly relaxed her grip on the chair
arms and peeked out the side window to watch the ground fall
away.

“Whaddya think?” Jim asked.
“Doing okay?”

“Yeah. I’m okay,” she
repeated and it wasn’t a lie this time. She pressed her head
against the window to gaze at the forest they were passing over.
“The trees are turning already.”

“Yep. Little bit.” He fell
silent, focusing on the horizon and keeping the wings
level.

Graci studied the dashboard with all its
mysterious monitors and switches, before looking out at the
countryside again. The plane dropped suddenly, like when a car goes
airborne over the top of a hill, and her stomach lurched along with
it. But then the craft steadied again and resumed churning slowly
through the air.

I’m flying. I’m actually
flying. Graciela Ramirez, who wouldn’t go
to the top of the Empire State Building on a senior class trip to
New York, was now cruising in a rickety old antique plane—and
liking it.

Another checked item on her list. So, maybe
this wasn’t hang gliding, and maybe she’d never actually do that,
but this was a big leap for her. She’d taken a lot of huge steps in
her life in a very short time. Not all of them had worked out, but
the most important one had.

She pictured Neal’s face smiling at her as
they lay face-to-face in her bed, holding hands and sharing
secrets. She liked him more every day, maybe loved him even though
it was too soon to love again. But love couldn’t be marked on a
checklist. It wasn’t quantifiable or accountable like numbers. It
came at you, fluid and surprising and twisting and turning in
unexpected ways.

The Cessna hit another air pocket. Graci let
go of the arms of her seat and embraced the drop, letting her
stomach lurch giddily and her fears fly away.

 


THE END
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The Temporary Promise

Waitress and struggling actress Tara
Rambeaugh has grown used to the idea that her career might not
progress beyond an occasional commercial or role in local
theater—until her best friend’s brother, Luis lights a fire under
her by encouraging her to make a big move. Soon Tara is taking more
than career risks as she plunges headlong into a steamy
relationship with the guy she crushed on as a teenager. But war
veteran Luis has issues of his own, and Tara doesn’t know if either
of them is ready to handle anything serious—even as her heart is
falling deeper in love.

 



Chapter One

“Come to Mattress Town for
the best deal around, and may all your dreams come true.” Tara
froze with a huge cheesy smile plastered across her face until the
director called “Cut.” The grin instantly disappeared, and she
rubbed her cheeks, which actually ached from smiling so much.
Twelve takes for a half-minute commercial? The guy seemed to think
he was filming a blockbuster movie instead of a local ad, and Tara
had a date to get to.

“Can you give me one more
take, dear?” McClean asked. “And this time press your hand on the
mattress to demonstrate how firm it is.”

Which she’d already done a few takes ago, but
Tara only smiled her big cheesy smile. “Sure thing.” She took her
place again and waited.

This might not be Shakespeare in the Park,
but at least it was a paying gig. She had to stay focused on the
positives. Since she’d returned to Cinci, she’d always managed to
keep a little something happening other than her waitress job. Some
roles in regional theater and a few commercials for local
businesses was a helluva lot better than she’d done in New York,
where she’d been one wannabe actress in a pool of hundreds.

One African-American actress. She wasn’t fool
enough to believe that didn’t limit her options. Casting directors
were looking for certain types, and too often, she wasn’t it. After
clawing and scrambling and taking any role she could get in off
off-Broadway theaters, while working long hours in a deli, Tara had
finally abandoned the Big Apple. Nearly broke after three years of
trying, she’d flown back to Cincinnati. It felt a little like
failure, but a lot like coming home. To tell the truth, she’d been
happy to be back in her city on the river.

“Okay, Tara. Action,”
McClean called, and Tara moved through the store, smiling and
loving the hell out of those mattresses. The camera held on her beaming face
once more.

The director said he had enough coverage and
this take was a wrap. The crew was released like kids from school,
and Tara hurried out to her car, rapidly typing a text to Dre.

On my way. Still free to meet up? Let me
know.

Her car door hinges
screeched as she opened it. She could really use a new vehicle, but
it was last on her list of things to spend money on. Right now she
was saving for a ticket to attend her friend Bree’s wedding only a
few months from now in LA. An opportunity to see
that wild child walking
down the aisle was worth continuing to drive a clunker for a while
longer.

No problem. I’m late too.
Looking 4ward to see u. Dre’s response
arrived before Tara started the car. She smiled, picturing his
thick fingers typing the message, big football hands which could
catch a pass or touch a woman with equal dexterity. Good to have
friends with benefits like Dre Rodgers, especially on a long day
like this one had been. No strings, no attachment, just some good
fun and a stress reliever with her Bengals buddy.

Tara had just started the
car and put it in gear when two more texts arrived in quick
succession. One was from her friend Corinne: Sitch with Dawes reaching crisis point. Need to talk. Call me
later.

Tara sighed. Corinne’s
borderline obsessive crush on her married coworker was getting
really old. Graci’s more joyful message brightened her day.
How about a double date? Crash is really into
you. Could be fun. Let me know.

Ah, Graciela, newly in love and wanting
everyone else to share in it. She and Neal were adorable together,
on the surface so different, but underneath, soul mates. Tara liked
Crash, the drummer in Neal’s band, well enough. They’d hooked up a
couple of times. But she wasn’t sure she liked him enough to make a
formal date of it. Still, this seemed important to Graci.

Why not? Set something
up, she typed back.

She put the Volvo in gear and drove out of
the nearly empty Mattress Town parking lot. It was well after
hours, which was why they’d been able to shoot the commercial
there. Her stomach grumbled about missing dinner, and Tara shushed
it. Probably she and Dre would eat together before they did other
things.

But Graci’s parents’ house
was so nearby, it was hard not to turn toward it. Mrs. Ramirez
wouldn’t let Tara stop and visit without loading her up with food.
Unlike Tara’s takeout mom, Mrs. R lived to cook. And Luis might be
there, which was always fun. Graci’s brothers had been like Tara’s
own. From middle school through high school, she’d spent more time
at Graci’s house than her own. Or if not Graci’s, then with one of
the other Fabulous Five—Corinne, Adya, or
Bree.

The five of them would make
a good chick flick, she thought—the careers,
romances, and sexual conquests of five childhood friends now
separated by time and distance. Of course, in the movie, the drama
would be ramped up. Maybe a life-threatening illness or secret
baby, and all of their careers would be more glamorous. Rather than
an occasionally employed actress, Tara would be a successful
Broadway star, perhaps struggling with drugs and alcohol. Graci
must be written as anything other than an accountant. Corinne’s
career as a coordinator for corporate events had a certain panache,
while Bree worked as a costumer on movie sets, which was awesome.
As for Adya… Well, no one was really sure what the Mysterious One
was up to.

Of course, the movie of
their lives would have at its heart the enduring friendship of five
women, their strength in adversity and support of each other when
romantic relationships crumbled. A certain audience still
missing Sex and the City
would eat it up.

The car’s engine started making that
clattering sound it had been doing lately, only much louder. Tara
searched for a place to pull over, but now she was on the highway.
She took an off-ramp onto the city streets just in the nick of time
as her car died. She drifted to the side of the road and
parked.

“Just fucking wonderful.”
She slapped her hands against the steering wheel, then snatched up
her phone and searched for a contact. Graci’s older brother, Hugo,
owned a garage where Luis also worked as a mechanic. One of them
would help her.

A receptionist answered the phone at the
garage. Tara explained who she was, asked to speak to one of the
Ramirezes, and waited while she was put through.

“Hi, Tara. What’s up?” It
was Hugo’s voice, always slightly impatient and irritated when he
spoke with her, as if Tara was still his kid sister’s sidekick
who’d once filled his body-spray bottle with Windex.

“A little car trouble. The
engine just died all of a sudden. Can you help me?”

“Is the car out of
gas?”

Tara bit back her annoyance at the assumption
she was an idiot. “No. It’s not out of gas, and I don’t think the
gauge is broken. It just conked out. I had to pull off the
road.”

“Did you call a
tow?”

“I can’t afford a tow.
That’s why I called you. Could you send Luis to help me? I wouldn’t
ask, but I’m really broke and pretty desperate.”

A long-suffering sigh blew into her ear.
“Luis is in the middle of a repair.”

God, she wished she’d asked for Luis
specifically. That was who she’d really wanted to talk to, the
brother she actually liked, the one who wouldn’t give her crap,
who’d be there for her without a moment’s hesitation.

Hugo sighed again. “I’ll send him. Where are
you exactly?”

Tara gave directions. “Thank you so much. I’m
sorry to ask for help.”

“It’s all right. You’re
family. But if Luis can’t fix it, you may have to have a tow
anyway.”

“Got it. And I’ll pay you
back somehow. I’m just a little strapped right now.”

Tara waited in the car, and within fifteen
minutes, Luis’s car pulled up and parked in front of hers. She got
out of the car, grinning at the familiar stocky figure with the
powerful shoulders stalking toward her. She trotted over to give
him a big hug. “Thanks so much for coming.”

“No problem. Wanna pop the
hood for me?”

“That sounds dirty,” she
teased.

“Only to you. You always
did have a one-track mind.” He flashed white teeth, but the smile
didn’t really reach his eyes.

Tara released the hood latch. Luis bent over
the engine, tightening this and checking that while she stood by,
watching his expert hands move. Grease stained his fingertips, and
the gray T-shirt stretched over his chest. Luis was short yet
muscular. He’d done some wrestling in high school before he lost
interest in it, but he still looked capable of pinning a larger man
to a mat if he chose to.

“How has it been being back
from Afghanistan?” Tara asked. “Do you like working with
Hugo?”

“Like? That’s a strong
word. I appreciate him giving me a job, but you know we’re like oil
and water. Always have been.”

“Yep.” She remembered the
fights, sometimes physical, that used to rage in the background
between the brothers, which she and Graci had ignored, being much
too busy discussing the soap opera of middle school.

Luis unscrewed a cap and checked the oil,
holding up the dipstick and examining the black sludge on the tip.
“When was the last time you had your oil changed?”

“Um. A while
ago.”

“Well, it needs it. Want to
try to start the engine?”

“Sure.” Tara got in and
turned the key. Nothing. “So does this mean the battery’s dead?”
she said to show him she had some clue about how a car
worked.

“Yeah. I’ll give it a
charge and see if it holds long enough for you to follow me back to
the garage. Either you need a new battery or the alternator’s
dead.”

He went to turn his car around to face hers.
Tara watched him walk away, the squared set of his shoulders and
erect gait very military now. She wondered what it had been like
for him overseas and if it would be too intrusive to ask him about
it. Obviously, something had happened. He wasn’t the same easily
smiling guy he used to be. But she didn’t know if a specific event
or just armed combat in general had changed him.

Luis attached jumper cables from his running
engine to her cold dead one. Seemed there should be a sex analogy
in there worth cracking a joke about, but Tara couldn’t find
it.

“How’s the acting going?”
Luis asked as he worked.

“Fantastic. I just spent
the last almost eight hours in Mattress Town, creaming my jeans
over how firm and hard their mattresses are.”

“Cool. What happened with
that soup commercial? You said the company might go national and
use you in more of their advertising?”

“Nature’s Goodness. Yeah,
well it turned out ‘the organic alternative’ isn’t going to land
the deal they’d hoped. So that didn’t pan out.”

“Sorry. I get a real kick
out of seeing you in that ad every time. You make a cute mom, all
homemakery and shit.”

She laughed.

“Okay. Give her a try,”
Luis ordered.

She got in the car, crossed her fingers, and
prayed to Jesus, then turned the key. After a brief hitch, the
engine turned over. She fed it some gas, and it roared.

“Good. Dial it back.” Luis
came over to talk to her through the window. “We’ll let it run a
minute to charge before I take off the cables.”

“Okay. I can’t thank you
enough for coming to save me.”

“Well, you’re not saved
yet. Still need to go to the garage so I can check a few
things.”

Tara checked the time. “No way I’m going to
make my date, then.” Her thumbs flew over the keyboard as she
texted Dre.

Luis crossed his arms on the window frame and
tried to read her text over her shoulder. “Who’s the guy?”

“None of your business.”
She held the phone away so he couldn’t see her message, then added,
“If you must know, Dre Rodgers.”

“Dre Rodgers, the Bengals’
wide receiver? No kidding? Nice one, T.”

“We’re just
friends.” Who sometimes screw.

Her phone chimed as a message came in.

“He’s awfully eager,” Luis
said. “Seems like he’s been waiting for your text.”

“Shut up,
Goober.”

Tara read the message. Her
delay wasn’t a problem. He’d still like to see her later. They’d
skip dinner. She pictured the rumpled sheets on his big bed, so
white against his ebony skin. Visions of hard football-player
muscles dancing in her head, she typed back: Sure.

Luis gave a low, suggestive chuckle as he
reached out and touched the dimple in her cheek. “Look at that
smile. ‘Just a friend,’ my ass.”

Tara snapped her fingers at him. “Shut.
It.”

He continued to laugh as he walked back up
front to disconnect the two cars. It was good to hear. She’d
forgotten how warm and throaty his laughter was and how much his
sense of humor had always matched hers. The brother she’d never
had. Except, face it, she’d had a bit of a crush on Luis back in
the day and could never see him without a tiny flicker of that old
interest stirring. Nothing had ever come of it, though…except for
that one incident…

Luis slammed her hood closed, and Tara
jumped. He patted the hood in a good-to-go gesture, then got into
his car and pulled out into traffic. Tara followed.
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