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Chapter One
 
Seattle, Washington
 
Claire would not say his name for the one-millionth time. Would definitely not think of his hard body or his hot mouth or the things she wanted to do with him.
Perhaps denying herself was ridiculous, but it was an exercise in self-control. She had little or no other means to stop him from appearing in her dreams, flashes of him in her thoughts, filling her fantasies uninvited. He was living back home again; her father had told her when she called last week. He’d come back to renovate his parents’ house. She inhaled, banishing an image of him, and scribbled onto the yellow legal pad.
You’d think a broken heart would stop bleeding.
She pinched the pen between her fingers and drew a line through the words. If only forgetting were possible. She’d considered hypnosis but was too embarrassed to pursue it as a remedy. If she could be done with him by elixir or tonic, she would have ordered a magical potion from sheer desperation, even if only for some placebo effect.
All she had at the moment was an ink pen, moving and marking fine lines over her words. She didn’t stop until the letters were obliterated. But not the sentiment. Or the feel of his lips.
Dustin, she sighed. Her personal critic groaned.
“Fine. One million one and counting,” Claire grumbled.
She took a last sip of her coffee and set the cup down on the table. She needed to occupy her mind so he didn’t keep reappearing in her thoughts willy-nilly. Only in her secret writing could she find an escape if she chose or seek to fulfill her fantasies of the man she’d left back home. Tonight Dustin seemed to take possession of her thoughts, but it was her body that wanted fulfillment. She half-closed her eyes and imagined the things Dustin would do to her. Her breath caught, her eyes fluttered, and he was gone.
Claire moaned, slamming her hand down in frustration. She had to stop imagining him. These fantasies tended to spill into her nighttime writing, and if she wasn’t careful, her next heroine might very well fall into the arms of a motocross-riding hero who closely resembled the boy next door. Even on the opposite coast, without seeing or talking to him for years, he was dangerous.
The words she’d written on the yellow pad might be hidden, but the lines did not erase her feelings. Her writing was more like her life than she’d rather admit. She hid all week at her desk at Ethos working in a job that was safe while she longed to do something else. At first she’d believed getting hired by a cutting-edge magazine like Ethos was the realization of a life goal. She was writing for a living. Each week she hammered out a story for her editor, until recently, when she’d realized her life was no different than before. She wasn’t happy as a journalist. She couldn’t make herself fit into a slot by never giving into her own desire to write from the heart. Deep down she was a card-carrying romantic, with an e-reader filled with love stories and an ever ready box of tissues.
There was one place where she could be alone and take control of her memories of him. A world of respite, where things might have a black moment, a darkest hour, but in the end things worked out for her fictional characters, two people who fell in love, with some form of happy ending and many, many steamy, sexy scenes. Her only curse was to have an ever present imaginary critic who constantly whispered sweet nothings in the form of harsh criticisms. At the moment, the critic was nowhere to be seen and Claire could bring her sexy fantasy world to life.
She reached for her computer. Her fingertips sat poised at the keys as the image of the scene within a story evolved. She bit her lip, thinking of Dustin, and shook her head.
“Stop that,” she hissed softly.
Claire readied her imagination. She refocused on the screen. She flexed her curled fingers in anticipation. As if a shot was fired, Claire’s fingertips began tapping out the rhythm of the story, a current flowing from her body into the computer. Claire leapt forward into the realm of creation, escaping her apartment kitchen, laying out the groundwork of her next story. The walls melted away.
 
 
Cynthia’s gray suit spoke clearly of business and nothing at all frivolous. Her skirt fell an inch or so above the crease at the back of her knees. The seams of her stockings ran perfectly straight down the back of her calves. But her shoes…they spoke an entirely different language than her suit did. Six-inch heels—sling-back stilettos in Madeira-wine-colored patent leather. She lifted one arched foot, dangling her shoe. There he was, coming through the front doors of the office with a cup of coffee and reading the newspaper. Her heart tripped and somersaulted. She held her breath, and once again he walked by her as if she were a piece of the reception room furniture.

It was foolish to keep trying to capture his attention. She doubted standing in her birthday suit with a rose between her lips would gather more than a side-glance from the Adonis in a Hugo Boss suit. She tried not to lose hope. There was always tomorrow. One day the handsome hunk might look up.

Cynthia exhaled a sigh and picked up the envelope she had brought with her. She crossed the room filled with people seated under the crisp office lighting. The room smelled of newspaper ink and buzzed with whispered comments. She reached the end of the reception area, coming to the hallway. Several high-pitched voices rose behind her and she swerved left.

She ran her hand over the smooth mahogany paneling, only stopping when she came to a doorway. She studied the sharply etched nameplate and inhaled with a hollow sense of satisfaction. There was no need for an invitation, not anymore. This was her office, a reward for spending evenings and weekends under a slush pile two feet high and always meeting deadlines. She pushed the door open and entered the office, gliding alongside the floor-to-ceiling glass wall. She flung the envelope onto the credenza and picked up her printed agenda for the day.

“Mamma mia,” she muttered. Every box was filled all the way to eight o’clock that evening. She twisted to look out the window and was caught by the image of herself in the thick glass.

Her reflection was the ghostly image of a woman who yearned for something missing. She griped the single sheet of paper as if it were a lifeline.

She walked around her desk, sat and read for the next hour nonstop. Finally, she sighed as she tossed the bound set of papers into a basket on her desk. She rubbed her forehead and stretched languidly, and then she lifted another packet from the nearby pile. She snapped off the rubber band and read aloud for a while, but soon set it down. Disappointed, Cynthia pressed the sensitive point at her temple. She tightened her mouth in annoyance. She scanned another page of the last submission plucked from the slush pile. Already two other sets of eyes had reviewed each story before she touched a page, but she still hadn’t found anything decent in the pile.

A quick knock sounded at the door, and Emily, her assistant, came in carrying another tray of manuscripts.

“Over there, please.” Cynthia pointed. Her assistant nodded and picked up an armload of stories marked “REJECT.”

“Not a decent plot line in the bunch?”

“Zero. Keep your fingers crossed for the next stack.” That wasn’t altogether true. One story had promise, but the author had portrayed the hero as weak and controllable. Not the alpha male this editor was interested in publishing. Maybe she was just cranky because each of the heroines had enjoyed a date that ended with a hot naked man doing everything under the sun with them.

She’d be happy with a clothed man, dinner…the image of the navy-suited Adonis filled her until she remembered eight o’clock tonight might end up as nine o’clock if she didn’t get cracking. A rapid double knock sounded and the door wedged open. Her boss stuck his head inside.

“Cyn, you up for lunch?”

She glanced back at him over black eyeglass frames. “No. Not with this stack. I’m camping out here until the pile is whittled down…far down. But thanks, J.P.”

“Right.” He chuckled. “I’d better watch out for my corner office.” The door closed, and Cynthia leaned forward, tapping her fingernails ruefully.

She lived here, sometimes slept here. Not so bad…if you counted the fact she’d made editor before turning twenty-five and now ran the most popular romance imprint. Still, it was not enough. The board would meet next week, and she expected another promotion. Yes. He’d better watch that damn corner office, she mused without feeling especially excited.

Cynthia pushed back into the cushy leather chair and swung her legs on top of the desk. She tossed another overdone romance into the reject pile. Already pages into the next story, she hardly noticed her door open. “Emily, I’m looking for more tension, more heat. I want something that sizzles.” Cynthia didn’t raise her eyes from the page. “None of these make me hot, never mind dripping wet.”

“Excuse me?” a deep male voice asked.

Cynthia lifted her gaze from the manuscript and locked onto a pair of deep brown eyes set in a tanned face. She swallowed and for a moment wondered if she was dreaming. She pinched herself. Adonis was standing right in front of her. Up close, she was convinced he must be one of the cover models. If only she had a digital camera in her desk.

“Photography is down the hall, make a left, and look for the red door.” She was suddenly too nervous to enjoy the eye candy break.

“Cynthia Lewis?” He stepped into her office before closing the door. The man’s broad shoulders were perfectly framed by the door behind him. Her eyes drifted down his body, lingered at the bulge in his pants, and eventually returned to his face. His lips clamped together, making the muscle along his jaw twitch. He walked toward her and didn’t stop until he stood in front of her desk. He towered above her, his fingers pressing the glass surface of her desk as he leaned over.

“Yes, I’m—” Christ, she almost forgot her own name.

The man’s gaze fell to her legs still carelessly strewn across her desk. Her heart thundered in her ears. Warmth from his sharp exhale caressed the skin at her ankles.

“What the hell were you thinking?” His voice was demanding.

“Who are you?” His tone and the gleam in his eyes rooted her to the chair. On the brink of self-doubt, she pointedly reminded herself—she was Cynthia Lewis. A woman who wielded power in the world of publishing. Yet his complete command of himself drew her. This was a man who expected others to do exactly what he said. Nothing short of her complete fantasy warrior come to life.

“I’m from the twenty-seventh floor.” He straightened and raised an eyebrow as if that piece of information should mean something to her.

She hardly got out of her own office. What department was up there? Apparently totally alpha scorching studs. This was her chance, the reason she trudged out to the reception room and hovered around the front desk each morning. She bit her lip and decided—no regrets for trying “And?” She returned his mocking raised-brow expression in an eye-for-an-eye stare down.

“I’m Thornton Maxwell…your attorney.” He turned away, but not before she caught his look of displeasure. “God. Woman, do you even know what a mess you’ve got on your hands? We need to talk. A real pressure cooker is about blow.”

Cynthia froze. This wasn’t part of her erotic fantasy. What was he talking about? Should she just come out and admit she had no idea of what was going on or get him to divulge what demanded damage control?

She pretended unconcerned boredom in an attempt to buy some time to think. “Someone’s got his panties in a real twist.”

This wasn’t the first time she’d needed legal. But if he was her new go-to man, she was tempted to screw more things up.

This was a conundrum. He was too damn good-looking. This type of man didn’t appreciate a dumbbell. Did he know how hard she worked or that sometimes contracts needed to be bent? “Explored” is what she liked to call it. Wasn’t that why McGavock Publishing hired a boatload of first-year attorneys anyway? Shoot, he was probably upset because his weekend golf game was about to be rained out.

He paced in front of her desk while raking fingers through his thick, dark hair. Cynthia noticed the way he flexed and moved his arms, his muscles pumping and expanding. He stopped, spun around, and marched back to her desk.

“Lewis, when you cross out clauses and write your own notes into a publishing contract, we don’t have a legal leg to stand on in court when an issue is disputed. The things you’ve included to get an author to sign without consulting legal is tying us in knots. The next time you promise a writer the moon, you better consult me first and NASA second. Not whatever pops into that pretty little head of yours. You need my help with this lawsuit, and I expect your cooperation. You might as well know now that’s going to mean during office hours as well as evenings and weekends.”

His finger was pointed directly in front of her face. She imagined sucking the tip until her sex-crazed brain finally grasped his message.

What? She was floored. Her stomach felt punched, the fist of surprise still lodged in her ribcage. Her mind reeled. It wasn’t possible. She was being threatened with a lawsuit for a couple of silly additions to a contract, and now this man expected her to drop everything. Was he joking? Slowly she inhaled.

“I’m innocent.” She stared back at him. “Sure, I’m not beyond bending the rules, but a lawsuit? No, that’s not possible; it’s impossible. You’ve got to help me.”

“We definitely need a sit-down. Not your usual brush-off and expectation for legal to jump through a hoop. This one is serious.” His gaze swept over her face and downward. The space between them crackled with static energy. He was more than steamed. But he was ready to step in and help her. A spasm of pleasure trilled in her veins. He was her knight in shining armor. She wasn’t the enemy. Not his at least. With all that pent-up fury of his, it was a shame to let it go to waste. He was handsome beyond belief…another time, over cocktails or at a party, she’d not think twice about what her body wanted. His dark eyes weren’t all anger…passion brewed there, pulling the cords to her attraction, making her skin tingle. Oh, my. He wanted to school her good. But maybe she could teach him a thing.

“Thor…Thornton, sit down.” She recouped her confidence. He was in her dominion. The door was closed. Her assistant always knocked before entering. The glass panels were mirrored. He was so near…all she had to do was reach out to him.

She met his bad-boy stare with excitement screaming in her ears.

“Please.” She was almost purring, beseeching him over the rim of her eyeglasses.

“Fine, I’m all ears.” He pulled up a chair closer to her desk. “Well?”

She studied him. If the man ever smiled, he’d be drop-dead gorgeous. She let the papers slip out of her fingers, and she pushed her glasses up on top of her head. Cynthia rubbed her ankles together, and his eyes fixed onto legs.

Ding, ding. Johnny, she had a winner.

She lifted her legs and stood, acting as if arranging her papers was vital. She felt, rather than saw, that his gaze was upon her.

“Client-attorney privilege?” She rounded the desk, trailing her fingers along the surface.

“Yes, whatever you share. Go on.”

“Where shall I begin?” She stopped and leaned back on her desk, directly in front of him. Eighteen inches of space separated them.

“Haven’t you ever longed for something to the point of breaking a few rules? Just once?”

He held his spine erect. He gripped the armrests. She noticed the fine hairs on his fingers, but no ring. She placed the toe of her shoe on the corner of his chair, her ankle only an inch away from his grasp. Her silk skirt lifted, sliding up her thighs, and his gaze shot to the revealed set of black lace Agent Provocateur garters.

She licked her lips and unbuttoned a pearl button. He flared his nostrils ever so slightly. He stared at her fingers. She undid another button. He became a statue. A rather alluring, attentive one. She continued unbuttoning the rest of buttons. She didn’t open her shirt, hoping he’d notice her breasts were unhampered by a bra. The only sound in the room was their breathing.

“Don’t stop now.”

She opened her shirt, revealing ample cleavage. Her nipples hardened at the thought of his mouth teasing her skin.

She rubbed her leg against his thumb. He touched her ankle, lightly at first, before running his fingers up the back of her calf. She pushed her hips forward, her skirt lifted further up and over her thighs.

He made a low, primal sound, melting a reserve within her.

“Do you like what you see?”

Their eyes locked and she smiled. She traced a finger along the bottom of her lip. She stuck just the tip into her mouth and sucked, playfully removing any doubt of where this was going.

“Hmm,” she whispered. “What do you want?”

He closed his eyes and moved his hand over her knee. She went beyond merely teasing him to wanting to feel him deep inside her body.

He returned his gaze to her face. He stood, pushed back her shirt all the way. “You’re one beautiful woman.”

He shifted forward and touched between her thighs. The feel of him edging along her exposed skin ramped up her desire. He pushed aside her thong, drawing a gasp from her lips. She was really doing it—taking control of her desire, with a man who drove her wild despite barely knowing him. A tiny voice inside her wondered if that was really such a good idea. He flicked his thumb across her clit, releasing a tide of pleasure, and she drowned in longing, her inner voice silenced. A thrill beyond belief billowed up her legs.

“Do you know I’ve thought about you ever since I first saw you?” His voice was husky and seeped in desire.

“Me?” She moaned. He flicked his fingers over and around the spot she craved him most.

“Yeah, last year at the Christmas party across the room. It took me minutes to make it around the room and hell if you weren’t gone. I inquired about you.” He chuckled. “Heard you were only interested in one thing…the fast track. Nothing else.”

“I’ve got other interests.”

“I’d say not enough. I do know one thing. This is exactly what you need, isn’t it? A woman like you should be properly fucked at least once a day.”

Her body buzzed with a solitary yearning to have him take control. If only she could let go of the reins, stop micromanaging her life.

“Shut up and do it then.”

He laughed and thrust his finger inside her. She leaned back on her elbows, bracing herself against the desk, and lifted her other foot to straddle the chair. He slid two of his fingers into her, curling and rubbing. He pressed and swirled his thumb, releasing shimmering sensations from between her legs.

“Is this what you like?”

“Mmm.”

“Damn it, tell me.”

“Yes, yes. I could ride your fingers all day. I’m going to come.” She tilted her head backward and gave into pleasure. He stood between her legs, fingering her, and she couldn’t hold back. She was about to climax.

“Not yet.” He stopped.

She clung to the desk, her G-spot so overstimulated her muscles clenched and unclenched. The sound of him unzipping his pants was all she needed to hear. She lifted her head, and he pushed her backward on the desk. He lifted her knees. He grazed his cock along her sensitized opening. She inhaled sharply and moaned.

“My turn.” He pushed forward with one single, hard thrust and pulled back on her knees as he plunged deep inside her. She was ready for him when he slammed into her. He moved his hips, thrusting into her again and again as if fueled by unbridled lust. He hardened his lips into a jagged line. Then a thought slipped past her pleasure—would this moment become part of the rumor mill? She kept fighting the feelings of pleasure. What if this escapade discredited her? A fine time to reconsider her options. She closed her eyes, unable to dispel the thought that this would come back to haunt her. She was torn by wanting to give in to passion with the man she’d fantasized about for months and not knowing if her perfect fantasy might become an Achilles’ heel. She pressed her forehead against Thornton’s shoulder, digging her fingers into his arms. What she’d give to let go and let him deliver her into the realm of delicious sensation. For once she’d love to scream loud enough to bring the whole floor into her office.

He stopped moving. She opened her eyes and took in his arched brow and his hands on her hips. She stared back at him, uncertain of what to do. He cupped her cheek, feathering his fingers along her jaw. “Hey, don’t overthink this. I’ve finally got you where I want you and I intend to show you how much I’ve wanted this moment.”

She absorbed the heat pouring from his body, the expression in his eyes, and the curl of his beautiful mouth tempting her to take a chance. She might as well be standing on the ledge outside her office window for how hard her heart pounded.

“Give yourself to me.” He leaned over her and kissed her long and deep, his hard, wet cock pushing at her mound. Now, any attempt at distraction was impossible. He’d brought her to the brink of ecstasy, and she wanted to let go, give in to desire. She reached down to touch him.

“Shh, I’m in charge.” He laughed and gently flipped her onto her stomach.

He pressed opened her thighs, and she came up onto her forearms. His cock moved between her legs. He took hold of her, pulling her hips back toward him, and he plunged back inside her.

She moaned. She arched her bottom up against his body. His fierce expression flashed in her memory, but there was no use in fighting desire or the wicked lesson he was capably teaching her.

She bobbed her head rhythmically to the slamming of him against her bottom. “Oh. My. God.”

“Don’t come yet.” His voice was rough, hot, and demanding.

“No?” She was on the cusp of unraveling. She gripped the desk and gave into a spasm of pleasure. “I can’t.”

He pumped with greater force, as if used to taking what he wanted. He stopped, his breath ragged against her neck. He rubbed her buttocks. Cynthia barely held on to her refusal to explode. She wavered, slipping, wanting to give in to release as arousal overtook her, all the more potent with his cock poised, unmoving inside her.

“I said to wait, didn’t I?” He withdrew his cock and without warning his hand slapped against her ass with a resounding whack, crisp and loud. Heat mixed with pain spread out over her bottom. He slapped one cheek again and again. Her buttock was on fire. Tears sprang to her eyes.

He grabbed her hair, pins dropping onto the desk, flying onto the carpet, and he yanked, driving his rod back in her. She found no place to hide. He was forcing her to open, to let go and let him take care of her needs. He alternated between caressing her ass cheek to a hard-handed spank several more times until she lost count.

“No more,” she said.

“Quite right.”

“Please.” The shocking sensation of pain exhausted the emotional walls she had erected.

“Please what?” He chuckled. “How can I help you, Ms. Lewis?”

“Fuck me, dammit. Just do it.”

“As the lady wishes.”

He took her again and reached around to stoke her clit as he thrust. She tilted her hips up and experienced titillating ripples of ecstasy as he pumped against her. He showed her it was far better to receive than to run the show. What a lesson…what a teacher. She was freed by his control and unable to stop the mounting pleasure that lifted her so high, she had no choice but to free fall back down to Earth. She floated in the pleasure, and he continued to thrust his cock inside her.

He hauled her against him with one final thrust. “My God, you’re sexy as hell.”

She moaned in exhaustion, and he lowered himself onto her, his body a warm blanket. He kissed her neck before lifting up and off her. “You’ve a great ass. Sweet.” His lips were warm as he brushed them against the side of her bottom.

Her body was lead. She pushed off the desk and pulled her skirt down. He had already zipped his trousers and was tucking in his shirt. As he straightened his tie, she walked to the mini-bar.

“Water?” She lifted up a bottle.

He nodded, and she returned with two. She uncapped and tilted her bottle, tapping his. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Maxwell.” She leaned against her desk and crossed her arms. “So exactly what does this mean?” She’d like more, like to ask about the chance of continuing to get to know each other, but expected him to go back to business as usual, dismiss this union, and discuss the complaint.

He sunk into the chair. He rubbed his forehead and leaned his head back. He was still breathing heavy.

“Truthfully, there wasn’t a complaint filed. I wanted to meet you and thought we might go out for drinks or dinner if I came down here on a ruse. Any chance of that happening?”

She giggled but had enough sense not to admit she’d done the same thing for weeks.

“Thornton, you know romance and seduction go hand in hand. Just because we enjoyed desert first doesn’t mean we can’t sample the other menu items.”

His wicked smile returned. “And now I’m all the hungrier. How about a main course later?”

“My schedule is open. Say eight o’clock?”

He stood up and his eyes burned with a devilish gleam. “But next time I tell you not to come, you’d better mind me.” He got up and pulled her to him. He slammed his mouth down on her lips. He toyed her tongue with his, kissing her until she clung to his shoulders.

She regained her breath. “If you have any more questions, you know where you can find me.”

He released her. “Eight sharp.” He patted her bottom.

She winked and winced a little as she took her seat, and then she returned back to the slush pile.



 
 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
Claire blinked. Her cell phone rang, breaking her concentration. It was early Sunday morning. She didn’t recognize the telephone number displayed, although the area code was from her hometown back in North Carolina.
“Hello?” Claire’s mind lingered somewhere in her story.
“Miss Robertson?” It was an unfamiliar voice.
“Yes, this is Claire Robertson.” She stood and stretched. She rotated her neck from side to side.
“Claire, this is Bob Chase. We went to school together.”
“Yes…Bob. I remember you. How’s it going?”
“Claire, I’m well. But I’m not calling about me.” He paused. Something in his tone made her ears prick. Her journalism skills were honed to focus upon rises and dips in voice modulation. This pattern said something serious—something bad. She shivered.
“I wish there was an easier way. Claire, your parents were killed today. I’m very sorry.”
“God, no. Please. What happened?” Her knees buckled, and she slid to the floor.
“There was an accident. While they were coming back from church. They didn’t suffer. I’m sorry. I phoned you as soon as the sheriff called me.”
He was mistaken and now she had to tell him. This was some terrible error. “I think you’ve got the wrong Claire. I don’t understand. Why were you notified?”
“I represented them on some issues, including drawing up their will. You know how small Mill Spring is…Curtiss Howard was the responding officer. He was a year ahead of us in school. A friend of—”
She cut him off. “Yes. I remember him.” Claire grasped at memories of school, of home, of her mom and dad. She closed her eyes.
Time, the kitchen table, and this conversation receded. A faint buzzing grew louder inside her head. Fleeting thoughts. She didn’t know. Had she heard him correctly? Slowly, her brain made room for this news.
“What should I do? I mean now?” Claire looked out the window, the city lights twinkled against the early morning sky. Inside, she felt numb. Her mind didn’t want to hear anymore.
“Everything’s being taken care of. They were taken to Mill Spring Medical Center. Don’t worry about trying to make plans, most of it has already been decided. I’ll just need to go over their wishes with you and your sister.”
Claire rested her head against her palm. She rubbed her brow, trying to make sense of this moment. She’d just spoken to her mom and dad. She could hear their voices, her mother’s questions, her father’s advice. They couldn’t be gone.
“I understand.” She began to shake and wrapped her arm around her waist.
“Do you want me to call your sister? I called you first.”
“No, Bob, I’ll call her. Thank you. I’ll come back home. I just need a day to get away from here.”
“I’m so sorry. Do you need a ride from the airport?”
“I’m not certain. If I do, I’ve got your number. Thanks again.”
Claire hung up. Something expanded in her chest. Something that dug in and didn’t want to let go. Was it grief? There were no tears ready to spill. No sobs. Nothing.
She had to call her sister. It was nearly eleven on the East Coast. She stood up from her place on the floor. She picked up her smartphone, staring at the screen where Fran’s name and number were displayed. Her chest condensed, unwilling to expand further. She sipped small breaths.
Before her on the table, the screensaver scrolled over her laptop. She tapped on the space bar and the screen lit up, displaying black typeface on an off-white page. Her words. No, she couldn’t hide there. Not now.
She paced the length of the living room with her phone in hand. She stopped pacing as the past swept over her in dizzying hues.
Memories of life back home always shredded her composure. The idea of her parents…absent…she couldn’t form the word. A lump grew in her throat, cutting off her breath. The thought of returning to Mill Spring to an empty home twisted and extended, taking up way too much space, until it was too painful and overwhelming to hold any longer. She exhaled sharply.
She walked over to the window. She couldn’t freak out. She’d just go back to Mill Spring and do what needed to be done.
Go. Do. Leave.
Claire repeated the directions as she pressed her nose against the glass pane. Besides, Fran would be there and undoubtedly take control. She threw herself onto the sofa. The idea of going back unleashed a vortex of memories that swirled around her once more. Her throat constricted, making the act of breathing a chore.
She strove for serene and calm images. She stretched out and folded her arms across her stomach. Claire imagined calm water, a cloudless azure sky. She tried to feel the warmth of sunlight. A difficult feat considering that it was drizzling outside and the apartment was damp. A chill penetrated her sweatshirt; she shuddered and opened her eyes. So much for positive thinking.
Claire massaged her forehead and scalp, trying to soothe way the wave of tension that threatened to turn into a nasty migraine. She closed her eyes again. She had to let go…think about the meadows back home…most likely golden from the sun…his deep laugh filling the air.
Her eyes flew open. She steadied herself with a long, deep inhalation followed by another until the image of the Dustin faded. She dug her nails into her palm. She wouldn’t give in to thinking about him. His image faded, slipping away into gray mist.
Trying to face going home without losing out to an anxiety attack was clearly next to impossible. Who was she fooling? Just last month her parents had relayed the unsettling news that Dustin had returned after doing so well.
It was a simple fact, not difficult at all. He was back. What did it matter?
But Dustin Murray had not just moved back, he’d moved right next door to her parents.
Claire sucked in a deep breath trying to dispel the image of Dustin, the man whom she once trusted only to have him break her heart.
She must stop. If she continued to think about him she’d be doomed. This had to be some sort of displacement where she wasn’t dealing with her grief. She wouldn’t use another, older heartbreak to avoid coming to terms with the sadness that she had yet to feel. This was nothing more than textbook Elisabeth Kübler-Ross avoidance.
She dialed Fran’s number, wondering how many minutes she’d have to spend watching Dustin and her sister becoming reacquainted.
“Hello, Fran?” It was her sister’s voice mail. She had no words ready. “Oh, Frannie, this is Claire. Call me back. It’s urgent.”
She tossed the phone on table. There was no way any of this was going to be easy. She needed a to-do list. Perhaps she’d do the smart thing and get a hotel. There was no shame in avoidance.
Damn, she’d perfected a stealth ability to move unseen in life and in her writing. Why should going back home be any different? Oh, yeah, the feeling of having her chest ripped open the last time she’d seen Dustin and trusted him with her heart.


 
 
 
 
Chapter Three
 
The phone rang. Claire stopped packing. The screen displayed her sister’s Manhattan office telephone number.
“Hello, Fran? Oh God. Fran I don’t know—”
“Claire, what’s wrong?” Fran interrupted, irritation flaring in her tone. “Just spit it out.”
“Fran, it’s Mom and Dad.” Claire’s voice quavered. “Fran, they’re gone.”
Silence. “Gone? Where? For God’s sake, what’s wrong?” Her sister’s voice was steady and demanding.
Claire inhaled and sat on her bed. “Fran, they were killed today.” The words echoed in her head.
“Are you saying they’re dead? Mom and Dad are dead? I don’t understand. How? How, Claire?” Fran’s reserve dissolved for a moment.
“A collision. Right after church. Their attorney called. They…they didn’t suffer, he said.”
“I’m pouring myself a drink. Hold on. Why don’t you join me?”
“No, I’m packing. Catching a plane tomorrow morning.”
“Good thinking.” As usual, her sister, without missing a beat, sounded grounded and more than likely had a plan in place. And as usual, Claire’s only choice was to suck it up and fall in line.
 
* * *
 
Claire stopped at the Express Auto rental desk, picked up the keys for her reserved economy car, and was out the door. She wanted to bolt through the parking garage, frazzled from the several cups of coffee consumed during the layover in Chicago. What should have been a couple hours flight to North Carolina had stretched into several. Exhaustion and frustration made her misery more intense, returning home more painful.
She headed down the interstate from Columbus, anxious to get through the thirty-minute drive before her Mill Spring exit appeared. She removed the wrapper from a stick of gum, popping it into her mouth. Enough late-afternoon traffic kept her attention from wandering, and by the time she switched on the turn signal, her heartbeat competed with the radio for airtime. She turned up the volume of an old rock song and tried singing to ignore the thoughts that bounced back and forth. Finally she turned off onto her street and passed the fence corner of the neighbor’s land. Twenty fence posts later, she noticed a green Jeep in the neighbor’s driveway. Not one that remembered.
She stopped at the driveway outside her parent’s home. Everything looked exactly the same. Neatly trimmed hedges lined the driveway bordered by cut grass gleaming golden in the sun. Claire turned in and drove forward, keeping her eyes focused on the Victorian two-story house with gingerbread trim.
She turned off the engine and held the plastic keychain of the rental car. No one would come out. No one would be here to welcome her home. If she didn’t get out of the car soon, she’d suffocate. She opened the car door and swung around for her purse on the passenger seat.
A dog barked. She didn’t know whose, but the dog sounded near. She walked, one foot after another up the steps. Her eyes stung and she blinked. Baskets of red geraniums hung over the white porch railing. Two wicker rocking chairs sat unmoving. It was enough to make her heart break.
A manila envelope with her name printed on the outside leaned against the door. It was from Bob—the estate papers he’d said would be waiting. She tucked the envelope under her arm. The door was locked. Of course, it wouldn’t be open. She fished inside her purse for her keys and her eyes grew misty.
 
* * *
 
She sat up, startled, under a blanket of white documents. She’d fallen asleep reading the legal paperwork that had been filed, opening a probate estate case with the city courthouse. Everything was in order. Her parents had even typed up their own obituaries, which she read and reread, unable to believe they were so prepared for this moment.
Bob had provided a list of instructions for Fran and her to follow. Her parents had assigned each other as executor not expecting to…she chocked back a sob. Someone needed to be the executor. She supposed Fran would want that role. The list had names of who was to do what, and there were more open spaces marked “Family” than she was prepared to undertake, given her limited knowledge of estate planning.
She went over to her suitcase and pulled out a nightgown. She threw it on before she went back to looking through the file. Inside her parents’ home, she was too hot to concentrate. Claire waved the sheets of papers, trying to create a breeze. She’d forgotten how warm it could get at night. Insects crashed against the window. She tossed the stack of papers on top of the bed before padding across the floor.
She tugged at the closed window. She hunched her shoulder against the wooden frame. It was like lifting the side of the house.
To this day there were no air conditioners in the house. She didn’t imagine her mother had ever entertained the idea of central air or heat. Sweat trickled down her neck as she pushed, shoved, and banged on the wooden frame. The glass rattled and pieces of peeling paint fell away, but the window didn’t budge.
Clair wasn’t about to give up, not after spending the first eighteen years of her life in this small, pink and white room and fighting this particular window.
“All right.” She ground her heels into the smooth pine planks along the floor.
She squatted and repeated what her old horse trainer had always said. “Use your legs, girlie.”
Claire pounded her fist against the frame. Little by little the window followed a path upward. Finally she stood in front of the open window, enjoying the cool evening air. Claire wiped her arm across her forehead and moved to sit on the ledge, fanning herself with the hem of her nightgown.
Low and lilting, familiar notes drifted upward into the room. She couldn’t make out the tune but you couldn’t mistake that someone was whistling in the yard next door. She felt a tug at her chest and sat upright.
She glanced over her shoulder and through the window into the semi-darkness that made her neighbor’s yard a mystery. But no puzzle. She’d crawled, walked, and run inside that yard as often as she had her own and for longer than she remembered. She and Fran and Dustin. Fran didn’t hang out with them much if it meant getting dirty. She and Dustin had found plenty to keep them busy. Running through the pastures, swimming in the creeks and lakes, laying in the tall grass talking about the future.
They were friends until one day, when she and Dustin rambled through the backwoods, they’d climbed over one of the fences and their hands had touched. They had backed up a step, shy suddenly, and both aware of something dawning. For a while she bathed in Dustin’s admiration. He made her feel special, as if he could see inside her, deep inside where she kept her secrets.
No longer the mirror image of another girl. No longer the person who people mistook or stared at because she was a replica. No longer Fran’s twin.
Dustin’s expression had told her that he saw into her heart and soul. And she’d let him in, shared that special part of herself that otherwise she held back. They had exchanged one innocent kiss and Claire knew, without a doubt, he’d stolen her heart. To this very day, he’d not given it back.
Instead, he’d trampled over the only gift that was hers to give. He’d tossed aside her emotions without a word or explanation. Became Fran’s boyfriend and ignored her. It was worse than being an identical twin. She went from special to nonexistent, and so she had fled, rather than bleed from a wound that reopened each time she was near him.
She realized suddenly that with the lamp light coming from her nightstand, whoever was downstairs could see up into the room. At least, that’s what she remembered from when Fran and she were teenagers and trying to figure out if Dad was still awake. She’d chanced climbing the gnarled tree outside her window a few times to avoid having to make excuses to him.
Fran and Claire had shared this room since birth. Inside the bedroom their lives were displayed in awards, photographs, girlish keepsakes. They were the only children of Maggie and John Robertson.
And now their parents were gone.
She finished the thought, expecting to feel something beyond hollow. Tears still hadn’t come. She’d felt a peculiar calm after she’d spoken with Fran the day before, letting her know of their parents’ deaths. Instead of anxiety, all she perceived was the inability to draw an effortless breath. Torn and ragged. Each breath since yesterday had required some sort of extra effort.
Claire had arrived home when shadows were their longest and the sun was on the far side of the fields. There was utter silence in the house. She hadn’t been home since the winter holidays, a couple of years ago. How did the time slip by so fast? Her stomach churned and she stopped the line of thought. It was easier to focus upon her writing to slip past her problems. She’d never argue her coping skills amounted to an overabundance of avoidance.
She didn’t need to be reminded that the deadline to submit her latest article loomed. She pulled out her cell phone and noticed only one bar flashed in the corner. She shouldn’t be surprised. Out on the edge of town, the closest cell tower was more than ten miles away. She pressed speed dial number 7 and listened to Mike’s voice message. She waited for the beep.
“Hey, this is Claire. I’ve arrived. I’ll find web service and submit the piece early tomorrow.” She gnawed her lip, ignoring her imaginary personal critic who motioned enough said. “Email me if you have questions.” She scrunched up her face at sounding the least bit needy. The critic rolled condescending eyes.
She and her sister had left their small hometown for colleges on opposite coasts. Fran had never come back home after graduating high school and now worked on Wall Street. Her sister had spent her college breaks in highly sought after internships in New York, D.C., and Boston, whereas Claire had joined the Peace Corps and traveled around Europe and Asia.
Fran would be home soon. Her sister’s life was more complicated than hers and she understood the delay. Claire would complete the initial requirements, which of course weren’t much beyond settling the house. It would take Fran another day or so to reschedule her meetings. Nothing to get overwhelmed by, even if she felt lost. She grabbed the list of what she needed to get done. She wasn’t going to crumble.
There wasn’t a copy of her parents’ will and testament, but Bob had included a copy of her parents’ plans specifying no burial, just a simple cremation and their wish to have their ashes spread along the Appalachian Trail. The Robertsons had taken their children hiking each year during the early summer through high school and had taught the girls how to camp in the primitive sites along the trail. Claire loved the experience, although Fran complained from the moment they arrived in the trail parking lot to the moment she came home.
She wondered if Fran was coming in tomorrow. She phoned her sister instead of waiting to hear back. “Frannie, when are you coming?”
“For the love of God, don’t call me that. I’ve not got a confirmation just yet.” She paused. “What’s it like being back home?”
“Quiet.”
“Hah.” Her sister snorted. “The understatement of the year.”
“I take it back. I can hear the neighbor whistling. I don’t think it’s Mrs. Murray though.”
“Of course not. It’s probably…what’s his name?”
“Hmm—” The question made Claire wince. “What did you say?”
She recounted how competitive Fran could be, especially when they’d lived at home. The only thing that kept them on friendly terms was that their interests had varied wildly and neither inhabited each other’s world. Claire was firmly seated within the indie publishing industry, and Fran was a new partner in a brokerage house. Fran not only worked but lived in Manhattan with her boyfriend and business partner.
The twins had one thing in common besides their birth. They’d both put aside the rule of professional workplace etiquette and slept with their bosses. More than likely Fran saw her choice of bed partner as a good career move, or so she implied a year ago before making partner. Claire wasn’t about to invite a sisterly moment by admitting she’d done a version of the same thing.
“I think his name was Dustin, right?” Fran gurgled with laughter.
“Was? Did it change? We lived next door to Dustin all our lives. Don’t try to make it seem like you don’t remember him. That’s just mean.” Claire wished she could stop the heat seeping up her neck and across her face.
“Water under the bridge. Speaking of men…how’s your love life?”
“Stuck in neutral.” She wasn’t up to sharing that she’d slept with her editor last Friday and had officially classified herself as a magnet for the wrong guy. If she told Fran, her sister would find some way to rehash that mistake over and over. The few secrets Claire had ventured to share in the past had been invariably repeated at inopportune moments in the wrong company. No, she learned early on—sharing was never caring in Fran’s book.
“Well, push it into overdrive. What are you waiting for? Prince Charming is not coming to your doorstep. Not in Seattle and certainly not in Mill Spring.”
“Really?” Claire couldn’t resist.
“Don’t get all pissy. I’m only saying what’s true. Besides, if you continue to act all holier than thou, I don’t think that even in the midst of a covey of sex-crazed bachelors, you’d net a single man.”
“I think you’d be surprised.”
“No, I’d be over-the-moon ecstatic.”
Claire seriously doubted that she could do anything that would overjoy Fran. But this was an old battle.
“I suppose. Call me when you book your flight.”
“Will do, Captain.”
If only Fran knew the truth. Claire silently cursed herself for going out for drinks last week and double-cursed herself for agreeing to catch a cab with Mike Campbell. One thing had led to another and eventually to his hand under her skirt. Claire didn’t have a boyfriend and had decided, Why not? Mike’s quick sense of humor and intelligent hazel eyes were appealing. She suspected he enjoyed the company of many women and that, in part, made him sexy, knowing other woman desired him.
She’d let down her guard, given in to an alcohol-induced illusion that only got worse when Mike tossed out his used condom, zipped up his pants, and calmly set the ground rules.
Just thinking about that moment caused a wave of nausea to brew. He’d had the audacity to try to cover his tracks back at the office.
“Look, Claire Bear, this was fun. But I think we should talk expectations. Do you know Ann?”
“Yes, she does poetry.” Claire had wanted him to just leave at that point.
She didn’t miss Mike’s raised eyebrow. “Yeah. Anyway, we’re sort of involved. A semiserious thing.”
Cords of disappointment had wrapped around her insides. It wasn’t just that he was involved; it was that he believed she’d be OK with situation. She detested actions that resulted in regret.
“I get it. She’s down the hall at work.”
“Yeah, exactly. We’re all in close quarters. If you’re interested, we can meet here at your place. Maybe Sunday afternoons.”
Oh, hell. Sex with the boss—a new low. In her fantasy stories, seducing the boss was hot, searing; clothes were torn and the sex was deliciously satisfying. Not a lukewarm proposition. If only she could backspace or Control X her way out of that memory.
On the upside, she was glad she’d been given a crude heads up. A couple of dates with Mike without knowing the score, and that situation could have been much worse.
“No one kisses and tells. Not cool.”
She had to bite her tongue to keep from telling him to put a fork in it.
Mike had reached forward as if to touch her hair, but she ducked. She had no desire ever to repeat that performance or sink lower down the maypole of expectations.
After hanging up from Fran and remembering that low point, the house felt even emptier. Plus, she could still hear Dustin’s whistle, reminding her of her biggest romantic failure. Everything seemed too much, especially being here and trying to take care of her parent’s wishes. Claire wrapped her arms around her stomach and rocked back and forth.
Right now, she yearned for a strong shoulder. It would have been the right moment to have someone to share her sadness. Just to feel human arms around her, whispering support, and the warmth of another body. She exhaled slowly to the count of seven.
What she needed was a plan. A focal point to get through what was turning out to be a traumatic experience coming at her from different angles. She slammed her hand down on the window frame.
Instead of giving in to feeling worse, she’d rework her resume, send out more queries, and begin to get serious about writing. Fiction that would be taken seriously. The expiration date was stamped on her job. So far she had the goods in nonfiction and just needed to balance her resume with some longer fictional pieces, picked up for publication in respected journals. Her short stories had gotten noticed and won a couple of prestigious contests. Agents and editors scooped up writers with a track record.
She needed a change and was ready to make her move, get away from her mistake with Mike and that gray city. If only she could find the courage to write what she wanted. Claire wandered around the house and stopped in the den. She was surrounded by memories—family photographs on the walls, the bookshelves lined with books she’d grown up with and the desk where her father worked. She sat down on the sofa and spied the photograph books under the coffee table. A trip down Mill Spring memory lane would be excruciating, but she needed to revisit that road while her parents’ home was still intact. Hours later, dry-eyed, and filled with memories, she phoned her sister. Was she going to come or not?
“Howdy, did you decide when you’re flying out?”
“Not yet. Didn’t we just speak? I’ll check to see what’s available. I’m swamped, but what else is new? You must be at the house and bored.”
Claire broke from her thoughts. “I’m thinking of coming to the East Coast.” She blurted the news.
There was a pause on the other end. “Why the leap?”
“You know, I like to see new sights.”
“If that’s your best story, maybe you better rethink the East.”
“I don’t see any future in Seattle. Too many self-published platforms springing up. I’d like to try a stint in the old-fashioned form of publishing. You know tangibles like newspapers or maybe even writing fiction, longer pieces. I believe they’re called books.”
“Well, you can’t fight the wave of the future. Everything will be online soon. Better get with the program or you’ll be left behind in the e-pub frenzy. Everyone wants easy access. In New York it’s all about what’s rapid and short and exciting. Like sex…you do remember sex?”
She shuddered at Fran’s snarky advice. Claire and writing went way back. Perhaps it was a bit of a romanticized dream; still, it was her dream. Fran was so out of touch with anyone’s dreams but her own. A nagging thought pecked at Claire. Why didn’t she just do what she wanted to do? Write the stories she wanted to write and the heck with anyone’s opinion. What held her back? She no longer had the excuse of trying to live up to her parents’ expectations.
She rolled her shoulders and then her neck, first left then right. It was no use. She was as tight as a loaded spring. She sighed. “Fine, Fran. I’ll get right on that. Do you happen to have the East Coast playbook?”
“Funny. Hey, I don’t make the rules.”
“Lucky me. I’m tired. This whole thing is unimaginable.” She trudged back upstairs to her bedroom. Her sister’s humor was never a comfort. Sometimes Fran completely lacked an ounce of empathy, even back when they were children.
“I can see how being there is very, very draining. Nothing is like it was before. But we can’t change history, right? We are who we are, and now we must stand alone. But you’ve always known what you wanted. You’re so lucky with your politically correct writing and perspective.” Fran’s pronouncement wasn’t exactly complimentary. Claire could feel the same hard edge of competition that drove her sister.
“Then why don’t I feel justified?”
If Fran thought she was sure footed, her sister was wrong. Claire had worked her way up to editor of the school paper but had always kept of cache of stories hidden away. Love stories. She wrote about what she couldn’t or wouldn’t reveal. Those secret stories didn’t disappear.
Only recently had her stories evolved into sensual exchanges; a playground where she acted out some of her adult fantasies. She wasn’t ready to share this other fiction, either. If she ever made that leap to unleash her secret erotic stories, there would be no turning back. One world or the other wasn’t such an unrealistic scenario. It was reality. If she chose to publish her erotic fiction, the other MFAs from her graduating class would read what she was up to in the world of writing, and they would either ignore her or snicker.
She tried for the bright side and realized things could be worse. Being a writer working within a small, albeit recognized, publication still provided her with a sense of status. But her desire to change really had nothing to do with Mike or Seattle. Her heart wasn’t in staff writing. She’d tried to bridge the world of nonfiction with her desire to create heartfelt stories. She’d used what she witnessed as a reporter as the springboard to writing several short fiction pieces. Two of her stories were already published, and she’d recently submitted a longer piece. She’d sent out resumes and queried publishers well before becoming involved with Mike. It was the waiting, not knowing, and the desire to move on that trampled her peace of mind.
“I don’t know. Maybe it’s a lack of excitement. From where I stand, you live a pretty vanilla life.”
“I’m willing to take my chances, same as you.”
“Really? If you say so.”
“Anyway, did you work on clearing your schedule? It’s late and you should have already made travel arrangements. Are you coming down or not?”
Fran exhaled loudly. “No, I don’t think I can make it. I’ve got a ton of meetings, travel plans that I can’t reschedule.”
Blood pounded in her temples. “I meant tomorrow. Are you saying not at all?” Claire began another round of deep breathing exercises. Fran’s apparent inability to deal with their parents’ death would leave her alone and responsible for handling the details. The buzzing of calamity lifted. She held back the sharp edge from her voice. “There’s no burial. They want to be cremated.”
“All the more reason to stay put and get my work done.” Fran sounded bitter. “No burial. Let me guess. Their ashes spread over the trail. Am I correct?”
Tinges of anger jabbed Claire at hearing the all-too-familiar sarcasm creep into her sister’s voice.
“Yes.” Claire could hardly get the word out. Was this grief or Fran talking? “Are you telling me you’re not going to carry out our parents’ wishes?” Claire had dealt with a selfish sister for a lifetime. Sometimes it worked best to give Fran a chance to rethink. “Do you want to visit the trail with me in the fall? We can go when your schedule less hectic.”
“I don’t see that day coming anytime soon. Really, Sis, what’s the point? I never pretended to like those plaid flannel hiking adventures. Backcountry camping. I’m more the champagne, satin, and penthouse type with C-SPAN in the background. No, thanks. You can keep the s’mores.”
“Well, you might change your mind. I won’t be going until the weather cools, maybe October.” This was exactly why Claire wanted a change. She didn’t have the drive to chase her subjects until she obtained the makings of a story. She enjoyed the aspects of observation and relating, not trying to persuade potential sources into giving up information like a homicide detective. Unlike Fran, she absolutely sucked at bending people to her will.
“We’ll see.”
Claire recognized her sister’s put-off as an indirect refusal. This was a subject to be put on the shelf until later.
“Fran, do you want anything from the house? I don’t know what to do with everything.”
“Find a company that handles estate sales. Let them take care of the business of tying the final knots. I don’t want a thing. Keep my share to help with your move to the East Coast. I love you. Thanks for taking this on.”
“I’ll let you know how things go. I’ll call you tomorrow.” Claire let go of the phone, sat back, and hugged her knees. She wasn’t surprised by her sister’s lack of interest or willingness to give up her portion of the sale. Fran didn’t need the money or the visit to a small town she’d long ago forgotten. One less minute back home would be something Fran would gladly forgo.
The sound of whistling grew louder. Claire scrambled to the nightstand. She turned off the lamp and walked to the window. The moon had risen over the trees, casting a silvery hue to the yard across the white picket fence. Claire peered down and noticed a window that emitted a golden glow, most likely coming from the kitchen, if she remembered correctly.
A shadow lengthened around the corner of the porch, and then she saw him. Dustin walked slowly and carried a tire in each hand. He’d changed from the tall, lanky boy she’d kissed and had grown up with into a man. A man with a physique that spread into broad, muscular shoulders.
Suddenly it didn’t seem as though years had passed since they’d sat on his porch, drinking toasts to each other, preparing to go off to college. She tried to remember where he’d gone, but all of sudden her mind went blank. Her mouth was dry, and she licked her lips.
Dustin walked toward the back of the house, following a well-lit path to the barn. Light poured out around him once he opened the door. She gasped and leaned forward, trying to get a better view of his muscled back that cut an inverted triangle into the darkness framed by the light. The way he swung the tires made ripples move along his arms.
Her chest constricted into something that she remembered and usually desperately avoided. She clung to the window frame, unsure of what to do.
He changed his whistle yet continued to stand in the doorway. She watched him. For a moment he seemed to face her window. She stepped behind the curtain, unable to move away from the window. A large dog bounded from the yard into the barn. He chuckled, releasing a rich laugh that lingered even after he disappeared inside.
She carefully moved away from the window, aware of a sudden weakness in her knees. This was a fine mess. She was home and staring out her window at her sister’s old boyfriend.
How pathetic.
She grabbed her laptop case and went downstairs. She could at least get some writing done on her secret set of stories. Her lovers there were perhaps imaginary, but at least it was better than yearning for someone she could never possess. She pulled out the head chair and placed her laptop on the polished oak dining table. Her attention turned to her recent work in progress that required some fine-tuning. Late at night, she found it possible to be creative without her own personal critic sitting on her shoulder and harping too loudly.
She scanned the dining and living rooms as the computer booted. So many memories. Fran was right. She needed help letting go of the things in her parents’ house. She needed to concentrate and focus her attention on her future. Dwelling on the past would serve no one and was of no help in achieving her goal, forging a future unfettered by past regrets.
First, business. She opened a computer file and selected the piece she’d written for Ethos. She read each paragraph and made a few changes. The story was ready for submission tomorrow.
She crossed her legs. Now she could get down to pleasure. She opened her personal writing file and glanced up, waiting for the document to appear. Her mother’s stained glass lamps cast a soft light and created a homey feel that she’d almost forgotten. She sat at the head of the table where her father had presided over evening meals, bravely sitting night after night with three opinionated women.
She stopped reminiscing when traces of shared meals with Dustin invaded her head. She forced her attention to her latest manuscript. She dove into the words displayed across the laptop screen, and within moments she was swept away reading, rewriting, and editing the piece. She came to the last sentence and saved the new version of her story.
She laughed thinking about what she’d written. The idea of being a woman in charge. Her current heroine was a power broker inside a cosmopolitan corporation and didn’t focus on a standard plot. She pushed the woman to exercise a high level of control while exploring erotica that mixed business with pleasure. The tension between her characters provided an outlet for Claire’s fantasies and gave her a very necessary escape route.
Tonight had been more than productive, and she’d imagined all sorts of positions that a woman could take in a well-planned office. The only problem was she kept seeing images of Dustin as the alpha male hero. She imagined Dustin, his skin slick with sweat, working in the barn on his motorcycle. She clenched the muscles between her thighs. She groaned and shook her head.
Before she’d been all the way across the country and it was easier to stop this kind of thought. Tonight, after seeing him and his broad shoulders, a fully grown man, her imagination refused to obey. Just the sound of his voice sent chills racing around her body. Her nipples tightened. She couldn’t stop the thought of his hands on her body.
To hell with it. She didn’t have the strength to fight temptation. All she wanted was a moment of comfort and satisfaction being in his arms. Tonight she’d enjoy the fantasy once and for all, freely. She could just imagine what it would feel like to be bent over a workbench, him pushing against her bottom, hard and erect, a man intent on giving her what she wanted.
She gulped. The mere idea of him doing things to her liquefied her body. A throbbing began between her legs. She uncrossed her thighs and lifted her nightgown to reach inside her panties, and damn if she wasn’t wet and tingling. She touched herself, releasing a skittering of pleasure. She closed her eyes, giving free flight to Dustin’s fingers. She imagined him spreading her legs, pushing her further over a motorcycle, lifting her hips. Claire bit her knuckles to keep from calling out his name.
Desire saturated her mind and body. He was so near, just a house away. Is that why she wanted to bolt out the door and throw herself on him?
She wanted to taste him. See what he felt like in her mouth. She rubbed her fingers against her swollen, moist skin. She bent her legs, bringing up her feet to rest on the edge of the chair. She imagined his broad shoulders and wrapping her legs up and over his muscled back. Claire stroked herself, imagining her finger was his tongue. The movement sent electrical thrills of pleasure up and down her body. She swiped her finger back and forth, swirling around her clit and then she slid her finger into her opening. This could be his fingers caressing her.
Claire imagined taking his cock into her mouth as he stroked her. The head was engorged and dripping and velvet against her tongue and lips. It was too late to turn back from this fantasy.
She neared the place where desire melted and ran and she was free falling, gripping the table as she orgasmed. She threw her head back, resting against the chair, her legs wide open. A fine mist of perspiration coated her skin. Between her legs she still felt a throbbing, an ache, that sparked and ignited her hunger.
Dustin, she half moaned and half cursed him.
She couldn’t escape the image of him without a shirt. This wasn’t lasting relief. If anything masturbation was an hors d'oeuvre, opening and whetting her appetite.
Tears stung her eyes, from frustration and desire, braided and coiled into a force that refused to expire. She wished for the possibility of commanding Dustin’s attention, instead of secretly hiding in the dark.
She imagined sliding walls where she created a soundproof version of a sex chamber. One where she was in charge. She was his succubus, haunting his sleep. The image of him drifted back and forth. She moved him aside trying to envision the details. The texture of wine-colored satin sheets, smooth and soft. She inhaled and chose a woody scent for his body. Claire heard a far-off, deep laugh that lodged in her chest. She turned up the volume of a Middle Eastern melody within her fantasy.
This was a battle, trying to stop the trembling between her thighs. Claire reached inside her panties and rubbed the slick hood of her already engorged clit. She wanted relief, but this was torture. She slammed the door to her memory and tried to double-lock the storehouse of fantasies.
Dustin slipped in, nevertheless. Beckoned her to come.
She rubbed herself, trying to find relief until beads of perspiration erupted again and she gave in to the waves of pleasure. She hung over the chair, limp, having climaxed twice, but still greedy, wanting the real thing.
Claire wished it was possible to let go of the past. Fran said it. No way to change history. She sighed. Did her own flawed personality prompt her to search for a man who ultimately took control into his own two hands? Dustin had flat-out failed to do that way back when. There was nothing that prompted her to believe anything had changed.
The only way she’d find a satisfying ending to her story would be to start again. A new story. The writing of a story was no different than life, a balancing act in trying to create or be a woman who didn’t settle for just anybody but was pursued by Mr. Right-Who-Took-What-He-Wanted.
She opened her notebook. She jotted down a couple of ideas for the next story. Maybe this act would keep her imagination at bay. Somewhere, her critic whispered something about getting a cat to compliment her spinster outlook. After all, here she was hiding out alone.
She stopped writing. Alone. The word dropped like boulder.
Hiding. Another equally weighted word that she wanted to hurl and hear crash.
She began to shake. Uncontrollably. Something torrid crept up along her spine, scorching her neck, and warming her face. Anger fueled by her recent frustration. Each heartbeat squeezed out and released more and more foul emotions that had festered too long. She dug her feet into the floor, fighting for control.
Being alone was her choice. She’d lived with her own version of the truth for so long, it was easy to believe there was no other way.
She hated to admit, but Fran was partly correct. She couldn’t expect to be able to snap her fingers and have Prince Charming show up if she continued to hide away. And she couldn’t argue with the truth about how she dealt with her writing. Romance was a top selling category in the world of fiction. She wasn’t an author of depravity. Goodness, it was only sex. Nothing to be ashamed of, Claire Robertson. The critic was red faced and out of breath.
Analysis paralysis. She was making this too difficult. Overthinking, as usual. Would she ever have the courage to share these stories?
This wasn’t an ascent up Mount Everest.
She wavered in her wish for feedback. She was accustomed to people reading her writing, but the thought of sharing these stories knotted her insides.
“I write erotica.” She said the words as if trying on a new hat. Even her own eyebrows shot up with the announcement.
“¡Ay, caramba!”
She stretched her arms overhead. What would her professors at Berkeley think of Claire Robertson as an undercover writer of erotica? Might they not enjoy her stories too?
She rolled her eyes and yawned. It was past midnight in Mill Spring, barely nine back in Seattle. She was spent from traveling and the stress of coming home. She closed her laptop and sat for a moment cradling her head in her hands. Tears stung her eyes thinking about all the Thanksgiving dinners and Christmas mornings that had come and gone.
Her parents had been simple, quiet people. They never asked much of those around them except to try to maintain an atmosphere of tranquility.
Claire rubbed her eyes and pushed the chair away from the table. She traipsed upstairs and dropped into her bed, giving in to exhaustion. The pillows still smelled of jasmine, reminding her of the fragrance she’d worn as a teenager.
She started to drift off to sleep. Groggy, she opened her eyes, suddenly remembering where Dustin had gone off to school. He’d gone to MIT to study something to do with computer engineering. She settled back into the pillows and uncovered her leg, wiggling her toes in the cool nighttime breeze coming through the open window.
Without warning, a wave of sadness rushed over her. She swallowed a sob, shuddering, but it was no use. Tears welled and spilled, scalding her face, a river of sadness running in torrents that she’d held back for days. Sobs broke free of her chest, and she cried and cried into her pillow.
Never would she have her parents or a home here to come back to, and never would she be able to pick up the phone and hear her father call out to her mom that Claire was on the line. Whenever she had called home, her mom and dad would pick up separate, cordless phones and they all conversed, laughed, and reminisced together. She wasn’t ready to let go, never again to hear her father’s funny comments about something she’d written. It wasn’t possible this was the end.
No longer did she fight the hollow feelings of loss and regret. The emotions poured over her. The memory of a deep laugh and bright green eyes came out of nowhere, adding to the loneliness. Dustin, another memory haunting her. All of a sudden the past swam around her and was gone. Pressure banding her chest tightened and broke under a new round of tears.


 
 
 
 
Chapter Four
 
Claire woke to the sound of a dog barking. It took her a moment in the darkness of her old room to decide if the dog was real or a dream. Bleary eyed she searched for a clock. She groped for her cell phone along the top of the nightstand. She squinted at the screen. Seven-fifteen in the morning, still early back in Seattle. Wednesday morning and she needed to get that copy to Mike.
She pushed off the covers. Out of habit, she tiptoed down the hall toward the bathroom. She turned on the water in the sink then gazed at her red-rimmed eyes in the mirror. She rubbed the swollen skin, puffy from crying, and splashed cold water over her face. After brushing her teeth, she returned to her room.
Jeez, it was early, but she still had to get her story emailed. Claire pulled on the dress she’d worn on the plane and went downstairs. The only sound came from tick of the mantle clock. The clock hadn’t chimed the hour or half-hour for years.
What would an estate salesperson get for the things in the house? Probably no more than pennies for worn-out possessions that should be donated. There was nothing modern, nothing that made life more convenient than necessary. Only things with sentimental value, the type without a price tag, and more than likely Fran would want to throw it all away.
Claire pushed open the front door, patting her messenger bag for her jump drive. The fog still hung close to the ground across the fields. Claire tossed her bag onto the passenger seat. The lights were on next door. Did they stay on all night or was Dustin up and about? He’d always been an early riser. Hadn’t they found time alone on many a morning? Stop, she told herself and put the car into drive and floored the gas pedal.
Her staff writing piece was due at Ethos by five in the morning, Seattle time. Her parents’ house sat out in the country, surrounded by hay, corn, and alfalfa. Same crops made up Dustin’s parents’ land. Out here, miles from town, her parents’ refusal to be part of the Wi-Fi world made sense. Their last attempt to join modern society was to convert an acre of land into growing organics and medicinal herbs. The ultimate conservatives had gone a little liberal considering the community farms springing up all over the country. She didn’t want to see the plots go to weed. Her mother’s gardens stood in neat rows, brightly colored flowers edged the stepping stone walkway. So carefully planted and tended. She pressed her lips with no solution in sight.
She headed off toward Highway 9, a two-lane street that fed into downtown Mill Spring. For all its small-town appearance, Starbucks and an all-night copy center had found their way into existence along with a couple of strip malls, a movieplex, and a smattering of upscale restaurants.
She had the copier’s address keyed into her GPS and pulled into the parking lot within fifteen minutes of leaving home.
Claire walked up to the only clerk. “Good morning, I’d like to use the Internet.”
“The kiosk is self-serve.” The young man pointed at a corner over his shoulder. “You just need a credit card.”
“Right.” The place was empty.
He slipped his pen behind his ear and leaned over the desk. “So, are you new in town?”
“No.” She pushed her card into the slot, pressed her lips together, and inhaled.
He followed her into the kiosk area. “I don’t remember seeing you before.”
Either he was lonely, bored, or trying to hit on her.
“Sorry, I’m trying to work right now.” She glanced at him and then back to the computer screen.
“Me too.” He was apparently irritated at her disinterest.
She sighed and tried to concentrate by ignoring his continual movement in the kiosk. Not easy as he spoke loudly to himself and slammed trash bins in and out from under each desk.
Claire retrieved the story from her USB storage device. So far, she’d published a piece each week as a salaried staff writer. The pay was next to nothing, her job only a stepping stone position. Easy to let go.
The icon stopped scrolling and she opened her email account. She wrote a short email.
 
Mike,
 
Here’s the piece about Pauline Rivers, the independent mayoral candidate, growing up within the culture of Seattle. I used the 2010 census figures on race, ethnicity, and age along with the ideas about gentrification of Seattle, outlining displacement of minorities. The graphics department has photographs to add concerning the less affluent areas Rivers addresses in her platform, such as King County and Pierce County. Let me know if you want to include the section about the suburbs from the north and east, featuring more affluent areas (where Rivers grew up) that actually hold the most promise for diversity. I’ll know more about my timeline here when I meet with the attorney and find out what needs to be done.
 
Take care,
Claire.
 
She signed off and mumbled a thanks over her shoulder to the still grumbling clerk before heading out the door.
The town was quaint and colorful compared with Columbus. Few cars were on the road. The business district was about a mile to the north and, more than likely, what little traffic the area had would be located over there.
Claire decided to hit the Starbucks for some real coffee before going home and tackling the first chore of cleaning out the fridge, pantry, and kitchen cabinets. She took a detour through town. The diner where she and Fran had hung out as kids was still in business. The pet store where she’d worked was gone, as was the community swimming pool. The high school was twice the size it had been when she’d graduated and was still undergoing renovations.
She eased back onto Highway 9 and drove toward the house with her windows down. Several farms had sold out to planned communities. She decided to take Hollenbrook, an old road with sections of dirt and gravel that looped around and came out just a few blocks from home. A mile of Hollenbrook had been turned into a two-lane street that intersected the new suburban neighborhoods. She did a double take at one planned community that boasted a golf course and a gated entrance. She was a tourist in her hometown. What would she find if she left again and didn’t return for another couple of years?
She parked the car in front of the garage. She gasped as the sunny sky was replaced by the shadow of a man’s silhouette.
“Claire?”
She immediately recognized his voice. A deeper and richer version than when she’d heard it last. She froze, her mind went blank, and any sensible speech went right out the window.
Claire grabbed her coffee cup, almost sloshing the brew, and took a sip, wishing she could come up with an excuse to put the car in reverse and back away. It was no use.
Dustin opened her car door and held out his hand. She glared at his palm. Swallowing back her refusal to let him help her, Claire placed her hand within his grasp. His fingers were warm and strong and sent a ripple of pleasure through her. He pulled and she rose to stand next to him.
Her heart sprinted. Stop staring, the critic whispered. For goodness sakes, say something.
Nothing original sprang to mind.
“Dustin. How nice to see you again.” Great, her critic groaned. What an amazing command of the English language.
She gazed up into emerald eyes that still mesmerized her. Nothing had changed there.
He stepped closer. “I’m so very sorry about your parents. We all were devastated by the news.”
She glanced down. His words stabbed her sadness. She was ready to crumble. No. No. No. The critic hollered vehemently. Not in front of him. She bit the corner of her lip until she gathered enough sense to steady her emotions.
“Yes.”
He was not only taller than when she’d seen him last, he was too handsome for his own good. Heartfelt warmth spilled from his fingertips into her hand. His expression disarmed her completely, and she blinked back tears, a gallon of grief threatening to spill out from her eyes.
She chided herself for acting like a crybaby. She had to get a grip and stop this desire to pour her heart out to him. Ridiculous nonsense. Was she still so enamored by Dustin that he could break through walls she’d carefully, consciously constructed with just a touch and a warm sentiment?
My God. She was here because of a tragedy. Her focus should be on her parents, not how handsome Dustin was or some historical infatuation that he would have forgotten long ago.
Then why was she still holding on to him? Part of her wanted to fold into his arms while another part of her wanted to run away and hide. She brushed back a tendril of her hair with her free hand. He reached into his pocket and brought out a handkerchief.
“Here, please.”
“I’m sorry.” She rubbed her fingers over the handkerchief’s monogrammed initials. Once he would’ve never have thought to own something like this. He’d grown up and changed.
He squeezed her hand. “No. Don’t apologize. How are you holding up?”
“Fine. I’m not certain where to begin. I have an appointment with the attorney, Bob Chase. Do you remember him from school?” She finally let go of his hand.
“He works with his father in the law firm. Chase and Chase, downtown in the Courthouse Towers. They took care of a real estate matter for me this year.”
“Yes. I didn’t know. And you? Your family?”
“Good. I moved back about six months ago. Mom and my father divorced. He moved in with his girlfriend and my mom is somewhere in Europe on a tour for the summer. My mother decided she preferred traveling over staying cooped up in a small town. Living life, they both say…the only thing they agree on.”
“That’s good, I suppose.” She dabbed at her eyes and wished the ground would open and gobble her whole.
“I heard you lived in Seattle?” Dark stubble covered his square jaw and caught the light. Once, she’d thrilled at the feel of that stubble against her cheek. She closed her eyes, inhaled, and steeled herself. She had never allowed her infatuation to get out of control. She wasn’t about to be another duo of twin girls with the same boyfriend. That was one plotline she firmly avoided. She regrouped, gazed up at him, ready to face him as a mature adult instead of a dithering teenager.
“Yes, I work for a magazine, Ethos. Not too well known in the East. We have a circulation of about a hundred thousand on the West Coast. Pretty good for a local publication.”
“What do you write?” He smiled, revealing perfect teeth, white against his tanned skin.
Her jaw nearly dropped. Most people didn’t think to ask about her department or even what interested her. She wanted to say something exciting. She should just say it. Erotica.
She imagined the look on his face. Oh, I write erotica. Easy enough considering my sex life. Hot and tasty. She remembered last night, her fantasy of him, and was unable to stop a heat wave from engulfing her face. Her inner critic arched an eyebrow, but thankfully remained silent.
She folded her arms across her chest. “Features about Seattle and national events. I’m assigned articles about current events.” Truthfully, if she could sit down to write right now, she’d fill up pages featuring him. To begin with, his hips were narrow under what looked like a washboard set of abs.
“Sounds interesting. Do you travel to get your story?” Her attention returned to his face, and his lips quirked under her attention.
“Not for the national stuff. It’s easy with the Internet to email questions or to Skype with people. I conduct face-to-face interviews for local pieces. Right now, I’m doing more on local politics.”
A set of dimples appeared on either side of his face, catching her off-guard. “It’s no big deal.” She was stammering, and the corners of his mouth turned up further.
She’d forgotten how deep her attraction ran and the many memories she carried that involved him sporting such a smile.
God, she wanted to strip him down and taste him on the pages of her next story. She imagined him positioned in back of her, taking charge. Focus, she told herself. All this time, she’d envisioned countless scenes with him, but never felt over-the-top crazy wild. Seeing him again made all the difference.
He was standing right before her, more gorgeous than she remembered. Grown up into a better version than any she’d ever created and making her toes curl.
“You sound like you’ve been pretty busy. We’re all proud of you here. Your mom and dad shared some your articles. Never anything boring. I’ve missed your sense of humor but discovered it’s in your writing.” He dipped his eyes to her mouth. His gaze traveled lower for a second.
Did he say that he missed her? No, that’s not what he meant.
She shifted nervously. “I try to cover different things…whatever crops up or is interesting. Ethos is pretty diverse and gives us plenty of freedom, as long as the article sells.”
His gaze returned to meet hers. “Just like the high school paper, always looking for sponsors. Ever thought of sports?”
“You’re joking.”
“Not really. It wouldn’t be that far-fetched, not considering the way you were so interested in horses and riding. I remember you were always on the move, doing something. I just wondered about some carry through.”
“I haven’t ridden in years.” She didn’t think much about being in the saddle these days, at least, not on a horse. “Mom and Dad haven’t owned horses since we left for college. I guess they needed too much upkeep. Do you remember Sunflower?”
“Yes. And you on her. The only girl who looked great in cutoffs and cowboy boots.”
“That was a very long time ago.” She’d loved brushing and grooming Sunflower’s golden coat as Dustin watched and sometimes helped her. She searched his face.
“I still enjoy remembering.”
What did he mean? She didn’t want to remember that she and Dustin had ridden bareback on her horse together or how it felt. Right before—
“You’re beautiful.” He turned away from her slightly. “How’s your sister?”
Oh, she got it. He was still hung up on Fran. Why not? Fran was the one who primped and worried about her looks. What would he think if he saw Fran now? Racing around in her black sports car. Living in a brownstone that bordered on the Upper East Side of Manhattan. Fran wore tailored business suits, sat behind a sleek desk in a corner office with her name on the front door. She refused to think of Fran and Dustin. Bad match. The critic snarled.
“Fran. She’s doing really well. Partner in a brokerage house in Manhattan. Her element. No surprise there.”
“None. She was always meant for the big city.” His voice sounded wistful. “She’s not coming back.”
Dustin didn’t think Fran would come back. Had he contacted her? Fran acted like he was a small-town nobody. Fran was no mystery when it came to what she felt about Mill Spring.
“Fran’s super busy. There’s not much to do here right now. I can handle what needs to be done. If I need her, she’ll come back.”
He shrugged a shoulder. Dustin’s expression went blank, his lips tightening into a thin line.
“All this talk about family. You. What about you?” She noticed he didn’t wear a wedding band, yet today that couldn’t be taken as hard evidence of being single.
“I graduated in computer engineering. Not much to say. Rode the wave of IT going big and didn’t like the grind. I came back to find my footing. I’m taking time to reassess before getting back into the rat race.”
“Yes. I think a lot of people are reassessing. Do you remember how different it all seemed before we left for school? Returning home is strange—the changes to Mill Spring. I don’t know where I fit sometimes.”
“Precisely.” Dustin spread out his hands in front of her.
“What are your plans?”
He combed his fingers through his hair. Dark, thick curls that almost reached his collar. His hair would feel…no, she didn’t want to think what his hair was like. One more facet of Dustin she remembered all too well. That and the way he had of wearing a T-shirt that made the material seem worth noticing. And now, worth touching.
The outline of his chest and torso pushed against the light gray cotton fabric. No longer was he a long and lean, easy-smiling teenage boy. At this moment, he was a man who looked as though he took what he wanted.
“I don’t know if I want to fit in a business world that takes and takes without feeling guilty that someone is starving or homeless.” He shifted position, leaning up against her rental car, and crossed his ankles. His arms had filled out, impressive and muscular, confirming what she’d believed last night. He wore black motorcycle boots and jeans in a way that definitely should come with a warning label for onlookers.
She swallowed several times after her eyes passed over the bulge in his pants. She wanted to know what he thought of her, how she’d changed, and if he was attracted. Was she losing it? This line of thinking was getting out of hand.
“Do you want to come in?” She prayed he’d decline.
If he was still interested in Fran, she’d just be a substitute. She’d almost become one once, long ago when she’d experienced the longing in his eyes, the feel of his hands, and that one, sweet, delicious kiss from his lips.
Fran had stopped all that when she’d announced that Dustin was her official boyfriend. Confused and hurt, there was nothing Claire could do. She’d accepted Dustin and her sister as a couple. He’d shut her off, basically refusing even to acknowledge her existence. That’s when she’d lost herself in writing.
Claire had refused to stay brokenhearted and had turned her sights to leaving Mill Spring and getting into Berkeley. She wasn’t about to be some character in an eighteenth-century melodrama, sitting and pining over a man who was already taken. She didn’t just sit in her room. She had plenty of offers for weekend dates in school.
She wore her blond hair long and straight, the same as Fran. Only her sister changed hers after she and Dustin were a couple, refusing to keep up the twin image. Fran made it clear; she no longer wanted to look like any sort of replica.
He extended his hand again. She hesitated and then placed her hand over his. Their skin touched, and a tingling sensation snapped through her. His eyes widened, confirming she wasn’t the only recipient of the electrical jolt. “I don’t want to wear out my welcome. Maybe I’ll stop over later and see if you need any help. Think you’ll sell the house?”
“I don’t know. That would be hard to envision.” Her heartbeat hammered out an SOS rhythm. Oh, heavens. She held onto his hand, riding on a river that threatened to overtake her senses.
For a computer engineer, his hands were not office soft. She moved closer to his body. His light green eyes stared into hers. His eyes were the color of the meadows that surrounded their homes. His face was slightly sunburned on top of his tan. His lips were generous and his jawline strong.
He smiled. Perfect; worth the wait, the critic admitted. Maybe she should write commercials.


 
 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
Dustin looked down into her face, into her all too familiar eyes. Wide, clear eyes almost aqua in the early morning light and the color of the Caribbean Sea he’d visited last summer.
“Let me know what I can do to help.”
“Yes, as soon as I speak with Bob. My appointment is at ten-thirty. Not too long from now.”
“Do you want me to drive you?”
“I couldn’t ask. No, I’ll be fine. But thank you.”
Clair stood before him, a questioning expression in her eyes. She ran her hand over her hair. His mind went blank, filled with a buzz saw nervousness that erased any idea of what to say to keep her from going inside. She needed time to adjust to losing her parents. He held her hand and wanted to draw her closer, wrap his arms around her shoulders.
“Well, please don’t hesitate to let me help. In the smallest way. I’m just next door.”
Clair was so strong, not giving into crying even when her eyes filled with tears, not her. He sighed and released her hand. She smiled shyly and walked toward the porch.
Claire was never one for outward emotions. Her ideas ran deep, that much he was certain. She looked nearly the same, no different than the day he’d last seen her. He longed to reach out and touch the blond hair that hung down her back. She was all angles from her high cheekbones to her long slender legs. Damn, he barely could contain himself from staring at her as she exited her car.
She looked leaner, the way a filly looked when it found its footing. He didn’t resist staring at her legs as she walked away, or every inch of her skin from the hem of her dress to her delicate ankles, down to her painted toenails. No, this time he didn’t look away.
Dustin watched her go up the front steps. Her hips swayed in a way that resurrected long-held memories from where he’d buried them deep.
He rubbed his temples. Good God, She was even more beautiful than he remembered. Last night he’d looked up and caught sight of her sitting in the window. He had been taken back, transported to his youth when he’d sit and wait for a glimpse of the girl who held court in his boyhood fantasies.
He’d spent many moments sitting in the dark, she upstairs doing whatever she did, alone in her room. He’d been in love with her forever.
She stopped at the door and waved. “Bye, Dustin.” She said his name softly but with a force, giving him a kick in the ribs.
He lifted his hand and then walked toward the common gate between their properties. Her father had installed it to allow each family ease of access, instead of walking the hundred or so yards down their driveways out to the road. His chest compressed. His feet were cement bags crossing the yard. How many times had he envisioned this moment of her return? Did she realize?
All because of one huge mistake, one that he’d never corrected. A lie that had played out, took two prisoners, and deeply wounded Claire. He accepted his mistake—he’d created his own heartbreak. He didn’t know if Claire ever thought of him. Why would she, considering what he’d done?
He’d innocently asked Fran to the movies back in high school, believing he’d be able to find out about Claire and perhaps enlist Fran to help him win Claire’s affection. He never thought that Fran would take vying for his affection as a challenge.
He had never believed Claire and Fran were identical twins in the ways that counted. If Fran was provoked, her true character shone through. A point he’d overlooked long ago. It had cost him. Fran did everything she could think of to attract him. When she’d found out he wasn’t gullible enough to fall for her charms, she changed tactics. She was only too happy to prove that Claire wasn’t special. Fran was ruthless enough to set him up, get him drunk, and then pretended to be Claire. Afterward, Fran laughed in his face and threatened to tell her father.
He panicked. He had been too unsure of himself to stand up against Fran, afraid of more lies, vile mistruths that she was more than capable of telling. So he did what she’d asked and pretended to be her boyfriend. In return, she’d kept his secret of being in love with Claire. He’d been seduced by a lie.
He’d taken Fran out once a week and let her hang out in his barn as he fixed his motorcycle or did chores around the farm. But that was it. He’d never kissed Fran again and never felt anything but revulsion for her and his actions.
That mistake had cost him dearly, framed his life, and now he wasn’t about to let this chance to make things right with Claire slip away.
She possessed something that struck and resonated inside him, refusing to be forgotten, embedded within his circuitry. The way she moved, the curve of her body, and good God, the scent of her. She filled him with a wordless, primal desire that made his senses go on full alert. In these few moments, it was if he’d come alive after years of searching. She was his.
Hell, he hadn’t gone all the way around the globe proving himself in the world of technology, building a career, trying to find a way to get her back only to step aside when the opportunity knocked. He’d waited long enough for Claire’s return home and had hoped it would have been this Christmas when he’d have had a chance to straighten out his life into something that resembled normalcy. Instead she was back to mourn. Not tend to long ago secrets and regrets.
He swung open the gate and whistled. Jasper came running. His dog was part black lab, part cattle dog. He barked and leapt. Dustin bent down and picked up a stick. He swung and released the bit of wood to take flight. Jasper sat, watched the stick arc, and then ran as it dropped. The dog would go nonstop, fetch and retrieve, all day long if Dustin obliged. He played with the dog as his mind retraced seeing Claire.
He walked toward the barn and pulled out his buzzing cell phone. “Mark, what’s up?”
“I’m sending you the contracts. Are you certain you want to sell? Why not think about this for a day or two?”
“No, I want to be free. There’s nothing to keep me tied up. I don’t need to think. I’ve made up my mind.”
“But the market—” Mark’s voiced edged upward.
“Yes, the market can bounce, which is why holding on any longer is pointless. I’ll make more money than I’ll ever spend. Why be greedy?” He was aware that Mark was trying to get a better deal not necessarily because of Dustin, but for himself—Mark worked on points. The commission alone would be more than most families earned in a year. In a way, Dustin felt guilty for getting so much for doing so little. A simple invention. No one suspected a patent would be worth so much.
At first he had not sold the patent, just the rights to cell phone companies. Dustin had created a secured system, using a new software code that to date could not be broken apart.
Then the legal wrangling started and he found himself up in an office filled with attorneys, day after day, up to his eyeballs in contracts and copyright legalese. He had no time to create, only to go after companies that infringed on his patents. He wanted to sell the technology instead of being some patent troll, embroiled in lawsuits and fighting over rights.
He decided to leave any career that included being chained inside an office, before it was too late.
“I want the deal locked up by tomorrow. Overnight the contract documents. I’ll sign and scan copies and courier the originals back to you. And Mark don’t let me down.”
Dustin was well aware that he could walk away from the deal and take this sale and the ensuing commission to another broker. He’d heard from Mr. Robertson that Fran had become a high-powered broker but not one he’d ever consider using. He’d seen her in New York, getting into an elevator. Living the city life, he supposed. He’d avoided making contact as she passed by him holding on to a young woman with a death grip, snarling garishly enough to make people take a step back. He’d heard along the financial grapevine that she clung to a man who’d inherited his company from his father.
If Fran ever came clean about what she’d done to Claire, hell would freeze with flying donkeys. She seemed more hard-core than ever. No, if he had any hope to set things right, it would be done by him alone. Claire would have to take a stand on who to believe. Somehow that thought sucker-punched him in the gut.
He walked back to the barn, wondering if Claire was seeing anyone special. He’d kept up with her life by occasionally speaking about her with Mr. Robertson, but he’d never downright asked if she was involved with someone.
He approached the 1974 Honda Elsinore he’d bought at auction a month ago. Riding and working on vintage motocross bikes freed his mind. If he hadn’t thought he’d scare the daylights out of Claire, he’d have followed her and found her in Seattle. But stalker status was not exactly an improvement in relationship with Claire. After buying his parents’ farm months ago, he was just about finished with the renovations of the house. He wasn’t certain whether he’d stay. That all depended on Claire.
A car door slammed. Her car bolted down the driveway, lifting up dust from the gravel road. He made another call. “Hello, may I please speak with Mr. Chase, Jr.?” He waited for the connection. “Bob? It’s Dustin Murray.”
“Dustin, what’s going on?”
“I’ve got a favor to ask. You’re representing Claire Robertson in the matter of her parents’ estate.”
“Yes. That’s true.”
“Send the bill to me.”
“What?”
“I’d like to take care of the cost of the probate. They don’t have much and she doesn’t need to be concerned with another bill.”
Bob laughed. “I think Claire’s parents had us all fooled.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well you know I can’t break client confidentiality but it’s fair to say Claire’s parents left her a wealthy woman. They may not have spent much money, but that didn’t mean they didn’t have any. Mr. Robertson made some sound investments that paid off.”
Dustin watched the line of dust that continued to rise from where Claire’s car was headed. “I couldn’t be more pleased for her. Still, send the bill to me. On principle. I already offered and won’t withdraw just because her financial picture is brighter.”
“Dustin, from what will soon be public probate knowledge, the Robertsons will be considered one of Mill Spring’s well-off families. I’m not saying up to your status, but comfortable. Speaking of success, you’ll probably be in Forbes before the year is out. Small town doesn’t mean small mind.”
“Just dumb luck.”
“Well then hooray for idiots.” Bob chuckled. “Maybe I’m closer to a gold mine than I realized.”
Dustin said his goodbyes. He wasn’t taken aback by the news. Claire’s father had asked for tech financial advice from time to time. If Mr. Robertson had been able to use that information, then bully for him to be smart enough to invest at the right time.
His parents were somewhat the same. They’d invested and spent frugally and now had enough to live a life they’d decided was truer to their nature. His parents had reinvented themselves, even if it had meant they went their separate ways. He couldn’t imagine the Robertsons going through some midlife crisis. They’d seemed more the type to stay the course of love and life. Now, the one couple who’d seemed to have it all was gone. So much had changed recently. His throat constricted. He needed some space. Damn. If he felt their loss, what must Claire be feeling? Remorse wasn’t what he needed to buy into. He could be her rock and start from there.
He lifted the motorcycle onto a stand and removed the wheels. He’d replaced the worn tires as well as some bent spokes and tightened them one at a time. He’d ridden as a boy and was no stranger to this farm. He jumped the ditches and hills, rode over the fifty-seven acres as familiar as his frame of mind. Not a huge spread but enough space to ride freely and race the wind.
After he reinstalled the front and back wheels and reconnected the chain. He tested the brakes, adjusting the tension, and tuned the suspension. He removed the motorcycle from the stand and set the Honda on the ground. He reached for his helmet and goggles hanging on the wall peg. He pulled open the barn door and pushed the motorcycle outside. He climbed on and kick-started his favorite ride. He gunned the engine, giving his cycle enough power to do a wheelie. A bit juvenile, but he always got a rush as the front wheel lifted off the ground, and he rode across the yard on the back tire.
Jasper barked and ran alongside the motorcycle for a ways while Dustin warmed up. When he was ready to ride hard, he stopped. “See you, boy. Go home.”
In no time, he’d reached the edge of his property and squirted zigzagging lines across the fields. The fields were fallow, and he took his time on runs that were almost too worn down to perceive. He remembered and rode hard, sweat trickling under his helmet and over his body. He hit a narrow sinkhole, careened upward, and for a moment thought he was about to take a fall.
He came down torquing the front wheel and prayed that the ground would be level until he could get the bike under control. The bike sputtered and the engine cut. He pushed up his goggles. He attempted to kick-start the engine but nothing fired. After three more attempts, he took off his helmet. Mosquitos buzzed around while he knelt down beside the motorcycle. Fuel dripped, spilling over his fingers. A carburetor line had come loose.
“Brother.” He had no choice but to walk back to the barn. He stood up and looked out from the ridge at his pasture and far on the other edge, home.
Well, it was still early and he’d be back in less than an hour with his Jeep. Lucky for him, he could take the road because he’d just about ridden off his property. He was nearly to the corner of the farthest field. The house was twenty or so acres due west. He climbed the fence and began walking along the road.
Dust rose up and he recognized that someone had turned onto the road. He hoped that he’d turn and see Claire. He grinned as he recognized her car and watched as she pulled over beside him.
“Hey.” Claire smiled behind sunglasses. “You out for a walk or can I give you a ride?”
“Yes, I’d very much appreciate a lift.” The color of her pale blue dress made her eyes change to the color of the sky.
“Come on, cowboy, climb in.” She half-laughed.
Dustin brushed off his pants and shirt. She looked as fresh as dew on the grass and even though he’d escaped a near collision with the ground, he was covered in dirt and dust.
She reached over and opened the door. As she did, he caught a glimpse of cleavage. He swallowed hard and redirected his gaze back to her face. Her lips were parted, her mouth so inviting. He imagined what it would be like to kiss her, to pull her body into his. Jesus Christ, he had to get a hold.
“How’d it go downtown?” Once inside her car he was bathed in her fragrance, some flowery scent reminding him of spring and warm nights.
“Short. I’m in shock actually. My parents left Fran and me a lot of money.” She was shaking her head. “They saved much more than what we imagined they made in my father’s business.” There was sadness blanketing her eyes and her chin trembled. Dustin wanted to comfort her, to taste those pink lips, feel the way she moved in his arms, and bury his face in her hair. His heartbeat pounded unmercifully in his ears, demanding he do something not just sit there.
“That’s not so bad.” He rubbed his forehead. “Have you thought about what you’re going to do?”
“I don’t know. I can’t get my head around the inheritance. Fran and I have an inheritance. I don’t know what to feel exactly. I’d rather trade it, if I could get my parents back. I’m very thankful. But confused.” She smiled hesitantly. “Is that wrong?”
“No. Of course not. But I thought you said Fran relinquished her part of the estate. She dumped this in your lap. There’s still taxes, court costs, and the work involved. Just because the lion’s share is larger, it isn’t fair that she should reap the reward. It’s yours. Fair and square.”
“Why so down on Fran? She agreed to something she had no way of knowing would turn out in her favor. I would never begrudge Fran her share of the estate. Besides, I think she’ll come back now. I’m going to ask her. ” Claire stared back at him, and the smile disappeared from her face.
“I’m sorry. I’ve no right to interfere. Truly, I’m out of line.”
“You’re a good friend. I know you and Fran have a past. I don’t know exactly all the details but I thought you’d like to see her again.”
He inhaled and held his breath. Nothing could be farther from the truth, but how could he tell Claire her sister was a fraud, didn’t care about her, and that probably any success Claire would ever obtain, Fran would dismiss or belittle?
“You’re too good to be true. I wish I had a sister or someone in my family who was as good as you.” Fine. Great going. He didn’t mean he wanted her as a sister. Open mouth, insert boot.
Her brows drew together. “By the way, what on Earth are you doing out so far from the house. Did you breakdown or something?”
“Remember how I used to ride motocross?”
“Do you still ride? Yes. You do. I saw you carrying two wheels the other night. That makes sense. I didn’t know what they were for and forgot to ask. What happened? Are you all right?”
“Yes, just broke down, nothing exciting or dangerous.”
“You’d make a great character in a story.” Her voice had gone soft, and she paused. “Well, here we are.” She pulled into the gravel driveway of his house.
“Oh, you didn’t have to bring me back to the house. I wish you had a moment so we could talk.”
“I do…you mean now?” She stopped in the circular drive and put the car in park. She opened her door.
“Yes, let me get cleaned up. Do you want something to drink?”
“No, I’m fine. I’ll wait on the porch and enjoy the swing. Just like old times.”
“I’ll be right back. The door’s open if you change your mind. The house has changed a bit.” He watched her sit on the swing and push off with her toes. Those sexy legs were bare and her feet in sandals. Beautifully breathtaking. Once inside the door, he peeled off his shirt on the way upstairs. He jumped into the shower for a quick sluice and dried off walking back into his room. He threw the damp towel on the edge of his king-size mattress. He thought about Claire in his bed. Just the thought brought his dick into full salute. Damn, his cock refused to settle and stood out erect—hard and aching.
He gripped his cock and nearly groaned aloud at the intense sensation. His hand raced up and down his shaft thinking about her breasts and the way her hips swayed. He thought about her legs, and how, if he sat next to her, her dress would rise above her thighs. She might want him now, all grown up. He could do things to make her scream. He wanted her to scream his name. His hand moved faster and faster over his cock, the pleasure mounting as he fantasized over her.
He imagined his hand moving up her thighs, spreading her legs until her pussy was visible to him. He’d wanted to thrust his dick inside her the moment he set eyes on her this morning. He closed his eyes, imagining touching her, rubbing his finger over her slit and making her writhe with pleasure. He wanted to see her eyes brighten, her skin turn pink, and taste her as she climaxed. He shuddered, releasing himself into his towel. Good God, if she was this good in his imagination, what would it be like for real? He took a deep breath and tried to regain his composure.
He slipped on a pair of shorts and polo shirt. He combed his fingers through his hair and headed back downstairs.
The swing creaked in a familiar rhythm, making his steps quicken. He opened the door, relishing the slight widening of Claire’s eyes as they moved up and down him. “You approve of less dirt and mud?” He smiled, teasing.
“Remarkable change, Mr. Murray.”
He rested against the railing on the porch and decided he didn’t want a half-truth to come out and create more misunderstandings. If Fran was on her way back to Mill Spring, then Claire should finally know what had happened between them.
“Claire, have you got a minute?”
“Yes, I don’t have any plans besides contacting the estate firm Bob suggested.”
“Remember when we were in high school. You and I almost became very close.” His mouth went dry and he hesitated, thinking about how to frame the words. “I kissed Fran thinking I was kissing you.” He said the words he’d wanted to say for years. Fran would have her side, but at least he’d have a chance. “Your sister knew I was infatuated with you. I told her the first time we went to the movies. I only asked her so I could find out about you and see if she’d help me. I wanted you as my girlfriend…not Fran. Did she ever tell you this?”
She shook her head mutely. She’d stopped swinging, and the swing slowly stilled as she stared at him. He moved over to the swing, not meaning to touch her, but his leg brushed up against her thigh. She shivered, glancing down at their legs and then up again at his face. She bit her lip, and for a moment it was all he could do to keep from taking her by the shoulders and drawing her to him.
He inhaled. “I didn’t think so. Your sister was so competitive. Fran hated to think I wasn’t attracted to her. She tried everything to get me interested—or so I thought. Then she pretended to be you. I never understood why, but she got me drunk and I don’t remember everything. She filled me in on the details afterward.” He paused, hoping she wouldn’t ask for particulars. He stood and walked the length of the porch, pivoted, facing her once more. He inhaled. “She threatened to tell your father. I panicked and believed you’d never talk to me again. So I stayed away. Fran grew bored and saw that you didn’t seem to care about our relationship. I guess she didn’t think it was fun anymore after that.” He stopped and watched her. Claire remained motionless in the swing, her arms wrapped around her stomach.
“Why didn’t you just tell me? I would have believed you. I saw you two together, and yes, it was odd the way you both acted. I chalked it up to me being less than objective. But I don’t think we can make Fran out to be such a monster. She was popular and most of the guys at school wanted to date her.”
“That’s not why most of the guys wanted to date her. Don’t be so naive. She ran around. She’d laid most of the guys at school by the time she left this town. That’s probably why she never wanted to come back. Once people call you a slut—”
She bolted out of the swing and then slapped him across the face. He caught her arm, but seeing the tears well in her eyes his heart broke apart.
“Be quiet. That’s not true.”
He would not let her go this time. “Don’t.” He pulled her body closer to him.
“Let me go. I don’t want to hear anymore. Why are you doing this?”
“Because I’m not going to let my one chance at setting things right go wrong. If Fran comes back, do you honestly think things will go smoothly? I’d rather you know the truth and then maybe we could start fresh. You and me. I won’t allow our second chance to be ruined.”
“I think you’ve taken care of that.” She was shaking, and he was falling, no longer capable of resisting the urge to feel her lips. He’d wanted her for so long. He released her arm and took a step, closed the distance between them. He encircled her waist with his hands.
“Have I?” He looked down into her eyes, now bright aqua pools. Her lashes were long and spiky from tears.
He ran his hand up her waist, over her shoulder, and pulled her close. He was almost a head taller than her, and he tucked her head under his chin. He felt her body tremble. He kissed her temple and inhaled the scent of her hair.
“Dustin?” She lifted her face and tentatively brushed her hands across his arms. She touched his shoulders softly.
He caressed her jaw with his thumb. “My God, Claire. I’m—”
She pressed a finger against his lips. “Shh.” When she bit her bottom lip, he was a goner.
He backed her up to his front door, covered her body with his, and pressed his hips into her. He held her wrists, wanting to pin her so he could savor her softness.
“I’ve wanted you for as long as I can remember.” If he opened the door, he was very certain what he’d do. He wanted to shed his clothes and undress her in the ways he’d imagined. He wanted to kiss every inch of her skin, taste her, and possess her as he’d fantasized a hundred times.
He kissed the inch of skin pulsing at the base of her throat. His cock throbbed inside his shorts. Despite releasing some of the tension earlier in his room, he was ready to explode.
“Claire, do you want to come into the house?”
A buzzing vibration came from her pocket. She looked down. “My phone.” She retrieved her cell, and he stepped away from her. He held onto the post at the corner of the porch. His body was on full overdrive, another second and he might lose control. He closed his eyes and took a breath.
“I’ve got to go.” Claire’s voice hitched.
He glanced back at Claire; her lips were pursed.
“Is everything OK?”
“No, there’s a problem.” She was still looking at the cell phone screen. “It’s my editor’s assistant. They didn’t receive my piece. I’ve got a deadline.” She looked up, her face was flushed and her hair had come undone, the blond locks spreading over her shoulders. He wanted to throw her damned cell phone as far as he could manage.
Her lips were parted. He watched her chew the edge of her bottom lip. Heat rushed through his body. He inhaled, trying to focus on something other than her mouth and his erection. If it wasn’t for the interruption, he’d be on his way to fulfilling a desire that rode him harder than any motocross trail.
His longing for Claire had pushed and prodded him through college. He wanted her and pursued an Ivy League education as if a piece of paper was the doorway back to her heart.
“I’ve got Wi-Fi. Do you need to use a computer?” He tried to slow his pulse and sound coherent.
“Yes. I do. But I’ve got the information on my hard drive. I’ll run home and get my laptop.” Claire gazed at him, a half-smile played on her lips.
“I’ll walk you.” He waited for her reaction. She blinked as if lost in a thought. She dropped her gaze and then rebounded back to his face, a deeper glow showing on her cheeks, and her eyes widened with a look of surprise. She’d obviously noticed his excitement.
“I think I’ll use my car. I don’t know exactly what I need.”
He felt like a high school kid again, unable to control his body, almost unable to control his desire.
This wasn’t how he wanted to get to know Claire as an adult. He’d imagine taking her to restaurants steeped in candlelight and soft music, with moonlit walks saturated with romance, and she’d fall in love with him slowly.
He cursed himself for being a romantic fool as well as caving in at the first chance in getting her alone and in his bed.
He cleared his throat. “I’ve got work to do in the barn. I’ll leave my laptop set up on the desk in the den if you need to use it. It’s a wireless connection. No password needed. There’s a printer on the credenza. Just make yourself at home. I need to go get the motorcycle. If I’m not around, call me if you can’t find what you need. Hold on.” He opened the front door, reached for a business card, and handed it to her.
She looked down at the card. “OK.” She pushed back the strands of blond hair trailing over her shoulder that had come loose while in his arms and tied a band around her hair. She gazed serenely back at him.
All thoughts stopped in his head. He watched her wind her hair into a knot, her breasts pushed up against the front of her dress, causing the material around the buttons to strain. If he didn’t get off the porch immediately, he’d sweep her up into his arms and take possession of her mouth. And every one of his good intentions would go straight to hell.
Claire smoothed her skirt. She looked down, almost demurely, and he watched her every move. She swept her fingertips along the rail and was graceful as she walked, hips swaying. Claire was near enough for him to bathe in her aroma, a mixture of woman and fresh flowers. He moved ahead of her and out of the path of his disintegrating convictions.
He tramped down the steps. He held his hand out to her and registered the charge that was released when their hands connected. If just touching her made him giddy, he was fascinated by the possibility of kissing her.
Jesus, what would it be like to make love to her? He inhaled her fragrance still lingering around him.
That fantasy was one he’d played out in so many ways. Now, the reality was within his grasp. His desire for Claire ramped up another notch, if that was even possible.
He opened her car door. She squeezed his hand before letting go. He held his breath, anticipating the moment when she’d bend and her dress top would fall away, revealing the swell of her breasts. He grit his teeth.
He tapped the roof of her car. “Drive safe.” He stepped back, shoving his hands into his pockets.
A smile tugged at her lips. “I’ll try my best considering the distance.”
Dustin waved and pivoted, not wanting her to see he was nearly out of control with desire. He went back inside, pulling off his shirt, which he waded into a ball and hurled at the wall.
“Brother.” He shed his shorts and put on an old pair of jeans.
He’d dated woman, plenty of them, and not one had left him in this state. But he’d not thought about them for weeks on end, certainly hadn’t entertained carrying some kind of torch for years for any one of those women. Claire was different.
She deserved to be courted and pursued, not tricked by physical desire. He wanted to pull apart and tease their attraction until both of them could not stand to be apart. He’d commit to being a miser with his desire to bide his time, correct the mistake he’d made, and win her back. This time for good.


 
 
 
Chapter Six
 
She didn’t want to call Laura in front of Dustin. She waited for him to go inside. “Of all the stupid mistakes.” She was convinced this had to be the worse. Well, almost. She’d barely escaped kissing Dustin. Hell, she’d almost gone to into his house and straight to his bed.
He resembled the type of man who belonged at a polo club in some exotic location. He’d changed and kept changing, revealing a bit more of himself until there was no possible way to resist him.
She wanted to kiss him, wanted to do much more. What would have happened if her phone hadn’t interrupted them? Her mouth went very dry.
They shouldn’t become involved, not with Fran coming home. Suppose they had kissed or, heaven forbid, made love? A fleeting image of him, naked and between her legs flooded her imagination. She turned up the air conditioning and put the car into gear.
Would it have been so bad? There was so much water under that bridge, she was nearly drowning. They couldn’t go forward without settling the past. Otherwise, Fran would make a mess of anything and everything related to Dustin and her. That one fact, she could take to the bank.
Was it possible, after all this time, that she’d been mistaken? Stabbing pain hit the side of her head. She had no time for a migraine. She reached for her purse, pulled out her water bottle and looked for and found her bottle of ibuprofen. She uncapped the water and downed two tablets. She took a long sip of water, drinking in the coolness. This wouldn’t be the first time she’d suffered because of Fran’s ability to bend the truth.
She hadn’t spoken with her sister, but with a large inheritance sitting on the table, if Fran didn’t come to help out with the house and estate, she might just tell her a thing or two. Claire’s nerves were frayed, and her familiar world had all but bottomed out. So much was happening so fast, it threatened to tear her apart. She could let it, or she could take a stand. Not be bounced around by others. Even in the midst of this storm, she could see a light at the end of long tunnel. What she needed to do was decide what the heck she wanted.
She pressed redial on her phone. “Hello, Laura?”
“Yes, this is Laura Shinster.” She sounded in a hurry.
Claire swallowed and launched into her explanation, “Laura, this is Claire Robertson. I sent Ethos the wrong story. Sorry for the confusion, but I’m about to send you the correct story concerning diversity in the mayor’s race. You should my piece have in ten minutes max.”
“Claire…the story has already gone upstairs.”
Claire jammed on the brakes. The car stopped with an ugly screech. “What? That’s not possible. Upstairs where?”
“Mike was given the thumbs up. He had a reading during the morning meeting. Kevin James was there. Apparently, everyone in the room wanted a copy and it’s like wildfire. You know upstairs is looking to expand.”
“I’m being invited upstairs by Mr. James, the editor for Olympia?” Her mind was reeling.
Ethos was part of Olympia West publications, a huge publishing house with a finger in every type of publication. With the new online market, Olympia was interested in expanding the publication of novels. Any and all fiction was welcomed, and romance was their biggest seller. The e-publication department was in the same building on the upper floors, the bigger, prettier offices, ones she’d secretly wanted to be invited up to and now the doors were being flung open.
“Well, yes. Mike and Mr. James thought this was a perfect segue given someone with your experience. It’s about to be released in a special online preview with a follow-up in their end of summer romance releases through the Temptress line.”
“No, absolutely not.” Claire tried to keep her voice level. “You don’t have my permission.”
“Mike just walked into the office. How about you take this up with him? Hold on.”
She closed her eyes trying to concentrate on what story she’d sent to Mike. She prayed it was one of the short stories she’d written about Seattle, but was unable to believe those would cause a storm of expectation in Olympia’s erotica imprint. A ringing sound interrupted her thoughts and she was transferred to Mike.
“Claire Bear.”
“Mike—”
“You’ve created quite a stir in the office. When did you start writing erotica? Sweet Jesus, you are a pistol. Now, we’re thinking of the angle of doing a teaser with a follow-up interview of you as author before the Temptress release. We want you to present both sides of the writer coin building your presence online. You’d better start getting your platform together. A website, Facebook, and Twitter up and running.”
“No. The piece was a mistake. I can send you the diversity article in minutes.”
He chuckled. “Calm down. I rather enjoyed the piece. Almost too hot to touch—much too hot to put down. Different from anything we’ve ever run. That’s why I called Kevin. We did an impromptu reading using Ethos staff. You’re in as their debut novelist. Kevin is certain your writing will garner a shitload of readers. Damn, I think you got a lot of people hot and bothered. We had the most productive meeting this morning. A regular reading orgy, over bagels and coffee. When you come back, people will want to shake your hand.”
Sure, along with making some crude jokes and sly winks. Not on her life. Her mind raced. “That writing is private. I don’t want the story released. It’ll ruin my chances of being taken seriously. I don’t want to get ugly but you have no right. I refuse to give Ethos or Olympia my permission.”
Silence. “Hold on.” Another pause. Mike said something but not to her. Claire listened to paper being rifled and a female voice whispered in the background. “When you came on staff you signed a waiver and an agreement. Do you remember?” Tension pulled his words tight.
She gripped the steering wheel so hard her fingers went numb. She remembered signing an employment contract with a blanket permission agreement with Olympia West. She lowered her head on top of her hands, resisting the urge to bang her forehead against the steering wheel.
“Yes.” She exhaled the word, unable to say anything else.
“Then you also remember that on page three, you initialed the permission stating that whatever you submit, you release to Olympia to use as the publisher sees fit. There’s an agreement for compensation and permission to publish with any of the publisher’s lines.”
“Don’t I have a say in this?”
“I can’t help that you sent a story that is just what this publication house needs. It’s already gone out for a test read. We’ve come up with graphics, and a blog has already been started with over five hundred hits. This could very well go viral. Can you imagine?”
“You only received the story a few hours ago.” Her head pounded.
“You know how fast we move here. Upstairs has already funneled money into this piece. The marketing expense alone is more than a month’s salary. Be reasonable. You can understand why we’re not going to pull the piece. The higher-ups absolutely loved the writing and are thinking of a new e-pub erotica line for publication. Hell, you could be our savior. Hot is the new gold.”
“No. It’s not. You don’t understand.”
“Wrong, you don’t understand. Don’t you realize readership is down? We’re facing the possibility of downsizing. You live in that little cubby like a mole. You never seem to notice what’s going on in the world unless it involves work. Christ, I think the only reason you go out for drinks is that we discuss upcoming issues and toss around ideas. Think on this. Who do you imagine would be one of the first people to go when we need to re-channel our finances? I don’t want to pull your chain, but truth is truth. So, either way, you’re earmarked. Decide your path. Up or out.”
He was threatening her, but she no longer cared about returning to Ethos. It was her career he wanted to sacrifice either way. “I’ll be ruined. Any chance of being taken seriously will be over. How can you sacrifice my career for money?”
“You’re too dramatic. What career? You’re just starting out. Only two years out from grad school. Don’t be so serious. Look, if you’re so worried, publish the piece under a pseudonym.”
“What?” Claire was in a daze.
“A pen name. But I need to know a name within the hour. I’m betting when you see how well this story does, you’ll shed a pseudonym in no time. Shit, most writers would be tickled to know that something they’ve written is so well received. The editor-in-chief’s office wants a meeting with you to go over the test readers’ responses. Do you want to see a list of concerns and what is being proposed? Some of them are pretty comical.”
“I wasn’t going for infamous. There’s a difference, you know.”
“Many writers start out with edgy stories, and, sure, some aren’t acceptable to the masses. Heck, there’s a publishing holiday designated for celebrating banned books. Just change your perspective. Infamous or famous, both categories will get you noticed. As a writer, you can reinvent yourself at any moment. Only you can box yourself in with false boundaries. Let go and find yourself. Stop living according to someone else’s rules. Shit, if everyone had such high standards, nothing would ever get published.”
“Thanks for the pep talk. I’ll let you know if I’m going with a pen name.”
Her knuckles had turned white. She threw her phone on the passenger seat and drove down Dustin’s driveway. She still didn’t know what story she’d released.
Yes, you do, the critic whispered. She recalled the office sex story she’d worked on last night and moaned loudly. That was no short story, it was a full-blown novel length manuscript with enough sex scenes to make her face glow. Dear Lord, what next?
Claire opened the car door, still dazed, and labored up the steps. She walked into the small entrance and met her reflection in the mirror. She looked out of sorts. Her hair was messy, her skin a deep pink, and her eyes stared back.
It was time to take a stand.
What was so bad about writing stories that provoked, if not ignited, passion? She wasn’t trying to be the next Virginia Woolf. To hell with people from the college publications; to hell with people in general. She blew out the breath she’d been holding for far too long.
She looked back at her reflection. “Stop worrying about other people. Live your own damn life for once. This time, take what you want.”
The critic was quiet for once. She nodded and gathered her thoughts. She walked past the stairs and into the kitchen. She poured a glass of ice water and drank without stopping. A few droplets dripped onto her chest, and she relished the cool feeling against her skin. The house was heating up with the windows closed. She walked around and opened each window. The cross ventilation worked well enough once the ceiling fans moved the air around. Soon there was a regular breeze, cool air, and the sweet smell of fresh hay. She looked over at Dustin’s fields, which were mowed. Hay bales dotted the land.
She went to her laptop and sat down at the table. She reread what she’d sent to Mike. Just as she’d suspected. She’d sent him the completed manuscript on one of her hottest novels. Definitely a scorcher. One she’d written after finding her author stilettos and whip. The story had come directly from her heart and soul and imagination. Oh yeah, she could just see their faces. But nothing so far gone. Nothing she couldn’t learn to feel comfortable owning. Mature content for a mature audience with a kick, a very sexy kick. She loved the story, loved the romance and heat between the characters, especially the hero, who reminded her of Dustin. Just reading the story made her want to go find him and feel his lips again. She twirled her hair and bit her lip.
Did she have enough courage to write under her own name or did she want to keep her stories a secret? She wasn’t so silly as to believe that if someone wanted to find out who the author really was, she’d not remain a mystery for long. She’d never asked other writers about the desire or need to use a pseudonym. If she was going to come out of the closet, she might as well come out and stand proud.
Claire sent a text to Mike. She was onboard and writing under the name C. L. Robertson. That’s as brave as she could get today. He sent her a text back. A contract would be sent to her detailing the specifics for publication. A weight the size of an unabridged print dictionary lifted from her shoulders.
Her parents enjoyed whatever she wanted to write, but she’d never shown them her dabbling in romance, let alone the fiery tales she wrote. She shook her head, unable to imagine handing her father an erotic story and then sitting back while he read it.
Fran would say…she had no idea how her sister would respond. Fran rarely commented on her writing. She’d given her sister copies of different stories, but then Fran would inevitably say she’d misplaced the story or apologize for being so busy. Her sister excused her lack of interest by begging for a moment when she could sit, decompress, and give Claire’s writing the attention her stories deserved.
Anger stabbed at Claire. She stopped as if hit. As far as she knew, Fran had never once read anything she’d written. Or if she had, Fran had failed to say anything either positive or negative. Her sister ignored her accomplishments. Claire’s eyes stung and she blinked back each tear.
The truth of what Dustin had said rang in her ears. Fran was self-serving and self-centered. Claire had grown up with her sister’s character and didn’t need to dissect Fran’s actions. Her sister’s personality was overly forceful. As a twin sister, Claire didn’t question Fran or try to change her.
Their parents had never discussed their children in terms of good or bad qualities. They’d used a softer approach and tried to feed each of their souls with outlets for expression. She’d never thought it strange, but rarely did she and Fran do any common activities as children. Each parent would usher a child somewhere, stay, cheer, and pilot them, separately, to and from places. Each child was openly praised, if not equally adored. Claire enjoyed doing her activities; she just didn’t want to sit around discussing them. Fran on the other hand, liked to relive her experiences with a captive audience.
If Claire had wanted the limelight too, yes, she admitted, life at home would have not been as smooth. Fran could be very rude and mean if she didn’t get her way. Underhanded, perhaps, was the best way to describe Fran’s behavior.
Claire decided she’d had enough with being the welcome mat of the Robertson house. The critic all but saluted. Claire dialed her sister’s number. She got Fran’s voice mail. “Hello, Fran, it’s Claire. Call me. You’ll need to book a flight home. This is not a request, and you don’t have an option.”
Within minutes her phone rang. “Hello, Fran.”
“What the hell happened? For the love of God. One simple estate. How difficult could that be to handle? Do I have to do everything?”
“Not exactly. Mom and Dad’s estate is larger than we imagined. You, dear sister, are now required to take part.” Claire stiffened her spine. The words she wanted to fling at her sister went unspoken, sawdust on her tongue, and her face burned.
“I don’t like your tone. So unlike you. What’s wrong? Stress, well yes, you’re stressed.” Fran was trying to use her corporate management techniques.
Claire’s back was against the wall. “Do you want part of the estate or not? Right now, the valuation of the estate is over a million.”
“Excuse me? Did you say one million, as in dollars?”
“Yes. So, if you want your part you’d better come home and help with the estate. I’ve got a career too, and I don’t expect to have my life interrupted while you go on with yours.” There, she’d spoken her mind and exhilaration surged within her veins. Finally, her darn critic was doing backflips. Claire’s neck and shoulders relaxed instead of reacting like curdled milk. Every other time she spoke with Fran, her muscles tensed and she’d ended up with a headache if she tried to negotiate a position that involved standing up for her rights.
“Fine. But I expect to arrive and not have a fight on my hands. If you have something you want to say, then now’s the time, sister. You seem to have a large chip on your shoulder ever since arriving home.”
“It’s high time you learned to compromise and get along. I’m not your serving girl. I’d appreciate your help with the estate. As I’ve said, it’s more complicated than what we first believed. You stand to inherit a nice sum, and your involvement isn’t asking too much. I don’t know if I want to sell the house. I’m more than willing to buy your portion or we can own it jointly as long as you’ll agree to the upkeep. I think an estate sale is ludicrous. Nothing is really worth much, and I’d think Mom and Dad would rather donate what little there is than try to make a few pennies.”
“Hah. That’s how little you know. In estate sales, even the household cleaners are sold. People are scavengers and will buy anything if they think it’s a good deal. How do you think I make my money? Put on a price tag and hang a sale sign and buyers will come. But that’s your choice. I’ll have an estate consultant come in and determine what everything’s worth. Afterward, we can decide if you think it’s worth selling or if you want to buy out my share.”
“You’re going to sell me things like the plates, glasses, and rugs? Should I clean out the refrigerator or should the condiments be included in the estate?”
“Don’t be crass. Yes, please clean out the refrigerator and whatever perishables are around. Otherwise, we’ll have to spring for a pest control company to come out. Mom never would have allowed her home to be dirty. Why start now?”
She didn’t want to continue bickering with Fran. Her sister would just keep going to get the last word. She’d already planned on cleaning out the kitchen, and nothing needed to change on that front.
“Call me and let me know when to expect you.”
“I’ll have my assistant make arrangements and let you know. Probably just email the itinerary, if that’s fine with you.”
“Yes. I’ll look for it. There’s another appointment at the attorney’s office day after tomorrow. We need to sign some legal documents for the probate court. It takes about sixty days to hear back and then another thirty days or so for the estate to be finalized, taxes paid, and the money disbursed. Shall I let Bob know you’re coming?”
“Bob Chase, Sr. or Jr.?” Fran had softened her voice.
“Bob Jr.” Claire closed her eyes. Dustin was right. Fran had dated around. She’d been less than interested in her sister’s activities during high school. They’d hung out with separate crowds and didn’t go to the same parties. Dustin hadn’t been part of either group but sometimes hung out with her friends. Then she couldn’t recall seeing him in any group. He became a loner of sorts, hanging out with some guys who raced motocross. Well, she certainly knew now what Fran had done to make him drop out of sight. They’d both been trapped. Well, not anymore.


 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
Claire hung up and walked out the front door. She approached the gate between her house and Dustin’s property and lifted the latch. The white wooden boards had been recently painted and the gate swung back on some kind of spring. Stepping stones and pavers formed a walk between Dustin’s home and the barn. The siding on Dustin’s house no longer dipped and splintered. He was right about fixing up the house. Raised, landscaped beds of shrubs and flowering plants were mulched and landscape lighting had been installed. New shutters were up. The back porch opened up to a tiled patio equipped with a new gas grill and wrought iron furniture.
Dustin’s dog ambled up next to her and whined. She scratched his head. He ran off and came back with a red ball. She threw the ball, and he raced off after the airborne toy.
Claire approached the barn and heard pounding. She stepped inside and gasped. Dustin was bent over his bike engine. He stood up and Claire bit her lip, seeing him without a shirt. Sweat poured over his chest and down his abdomen. His jeans hung off his hips. She’d been right. He had a flat stomach with a mega six-pack. He turned around. His back and shoulders were an amazing set of grooved muscles at work. He twisted, his muscles contracted, and she had to remind herself to stop staring.
Dustin set down his wrench on the workbench. He wiped his hands on a rag, still unaware that she’d entered.
She carefully walked along the dirt floor. The barn smelled of hay mixed with fuel, reminding her of being inside here with Dustin long ago. The silver motocross bike was held up by a metal stand. A space where something had been removed was leaking gasoline into a small container.
“What are you working on?”
He turned toward her. A smile overtook his face and her breath was lost, much like next question. His body was a work of art. He could have been a cover model for any story she’d ever written or imagined.
“The carburetor is busted. I’ll rebuild it but need to get some parts.” He gazed back at her while holding the grease-covered rag. “It’s really a mess in here right now. I’ve been busy with the house and haven’t had a chance to rebuild these motorcycles properly.”
“How many do you have?”
“Two tore apart. Down to the frame. I was able to use the parts to rebuild the Honda. But I hit a hole today, damaged the carburetor. Oh, well, it was fun while it lasted.” He threw the rag onto the bench.
“I didn’t go inside the house. I didn’t need to after all.”
“Able to take care of business over the phone?”
“Sort of. A mess of sorts. I guess sometimes when mistakes are made they can help open a person to being aware of things…that things happen.”
“If you’re talking about compassion, then I agree.”
“I’m trying to say, I understand about the past and mistakes.”
He remained silent, so she stepped closer. He stood on one side of the motorcycle and she on the other.
Claire wound her fingers around the handlebar grips, remembering she’d ridden on the back of his motorcycle plenty of times.
“This is a great-looking bike.” He nodded, his lips pressing tightly together. She side-glanced him, his face, and then lower.
He picked up some contraption. “I’m trying to see if this part can be salvaged.”
He wiped off the grease and held up the part, squinting with one eye closed. She languidly observed him and his body. He was a mass of sharp, muscled angles. There were swirls of dark hair matted against his chest. Fine wisps of hair trailed over his stomach in a line to his navel. She quickly flicked her gaze back to safer ground. A silver necklace with a pendant hung down from his neck. It was the same medallion he’d worn in high school.
The air stilled inside the barn with only the barest of breezes stirring the level where they stood. Movement above caught her attention. She looked up at the rafters. Sparrows came and went from nests. The second story windows were open allowing light to enter. She recalled climbing the ladder to the hayloft and lying down with Dustin. They’d talked about their dreams. Their future. She glanced at him, and the truth dawned on her. She didn’t want to lose him again.
“What are you doing for dinner?” He was washing his hands in the sink by the back door. She marveled at the foam on his forearms and imagined standing naked with him covered in bubbles and how it would feel to run her hands over his slippery skin.
“No real plans.”
“Would you like to go out or I can try out my new grill?”
“Let’s go out. I’d like to see the town. If that’s all right with you?”
“Perfect. Around six? We can eat and then drive around while it’s still light.”
“Yes. I’ll leave you to your work. See you later.” She wanted to trace the shadows along his collarbone.
She glanced up surprised to see a pained expression on his face. Would he try to kiss her as he’d done earlier? Or would he think she was too much of a bother?
Rarely had she gone out of her way to get fixed up for date. But tonight she wanted him to find her attractive. She still had to clean out the kitchen, and then she’d see what she could do with what little clothes she’d brought.
He walked her to the door. “Shall I escort you back?”
His dog greeted them outside.
“No, but thank you. I didn’t want to disturb you. What’s your dog’s name?”
“Jasper.”
“I’ll walk the yard with him. He likes to fetch.”
“I see you’ve met. Yes. Jasper loves to retrieve anything that’s thrown.” He picked up a tennis ball and heaved it a short distance.
His whole body tensed, muscles bunched at his shoulders and arms. He was built, strong enough to do whatever he wanted, take whatever he wished. She gulped, remembering the fantasy she’d indulged in earlier. Her body responded at once. A whirring as if some motor that had been wound up let loose.
He turned and stopped dead in his tracks. Did she suddenly have a sign that relayed her inner thoughts or was her face painted so deep a crimson, anyone could guess? She looked down, shy under the heat of his stare. She could sense him coming closer. Her heart leapt into a runaway pace unable to stop.
“Claire.” He said her name and made it sound like the opening verse to a prayer inside the barn.
She looked up and held his intense gaze, biting the side of her cheek. She took a step toward him. He welcomed her closer, his eyes intense. Then he placed his hands on her arms. No need for the first word. She touched him, caressed rock hard muscle that she’d felt before. She still had time to rethink.
No, this was true. This was the moment she’d created in countless stories. This wasn’t going to be a chance she’d regret not pursuing later.
Dustin was the man she wanted…had always wanted.
She leaned into him and watched his eyes darken. She smiled, stood on her tiptoes, and twined her fingers in his hair. She pulled his head down until their mouths touched. Warm and tender at first, and then his arms moved around her shoulders, crushing her body to his. He took over and took command, and she opened to his desire. He kissed her hungrily, his tongue caressing her lips, and she tentatively swiped her tongue against his. He moaned, his desire giving her courage, and she pressed her mouth harder against his. She nipped his lip and sucked lightly on his tongue. She held onto the belt of his pants and wasn’t afraid to grind into the hardness that fully met her.
“Oh, Dustin.” She groaned, wanting to fulfill her fantasy. He moved her as if they were dancing, leading her firmly back, deeper into the barn. They didn’t stop until she felt the wall of barn against her back.
They locked their mouths and hungrily explored one another with their tongues. He reached down and lifted the hem of her dress. He trailed his finger up her thigh. Streams of yearning ran wild through her body. For once she didn’t press her legs together. She spread them wantonly, rubbing her calf against his leg. The feel of his clothes on her bare skin was intoxicating. Her pulse raced, fulfillment so near, and if it wasn’t she’d burst apart on the next heartbeat. He placed his fingers at the edge of the panties she wore. She couldn’t remember if she was wearing cotton whites or the black ones she’d packed. Her body became chief decision maker, shifting ever so slightly until he grazed his finger over the spot that made her gasp in pleasure.
“Jesus, you’re so soft. Baby, I want you.”
She placed her hands on top of his. She wanted him to touch her all over. She whimpered against his lips. His mouth recaptured hers, devouring this time, and she opened, giving him more access. The taste of him was divine. The feel of his fingers between her legs aroused every nerve ending. She was afraid to open her eyes, afraid this would be another one of her fantasies.
His mouth and hands sent her spiraling.
He moaned her name as if releasing a pent up ache. “Claire.”
She ran her hands over his hard torso. She could taste the exquisite need in his kiss. Claire rubbed and squeezed his waist, grazing her fingers over his jeans, down to his zipper, and tracing the outline of his erection. A snarl escaped his lips. He gently bit the corner of her lips and reclaimed her mouth, plunging his tongue deeper until she was soaring.
He continued searching with his tongue and hands. He touched and rubbed her, flesh upon flesh. He held her firmly, his arm around her waist. She shuddered, digging her fingers into his pockets, tugging him closer as he pushed her to the brink.
He slipped his finger into her, and she responded, an electrical jolt of pleasure so fierce her muscles clamped down and pulsed.
“I’m so close.” She wanted to scream his name and plucked at his pants, unable to remember how a belt functioned for a second or two.
“My God, you’re on fire.” He kissed her again.
“I can’t hold on. Please.” Her skin burned while between her legs, she grew wetter with each stroke. There was no way back to yesterday. Only this moment and the next and the next.
“I’ve got you.” He growled and found her clit, swirling his finger up and over and around until she cried out. He plunged his finger into her again, giving her exactly what she desired.
The pleasure was immediate and shocking, her orgasm hitting hard and quick. She didn’t expect to be thrown up and over a wall, into a place that was boundless as the sea. He set her free. She clung to him, aware that his arm was around her waist. He kissed her temple and cheek. He slid his mouth down her neck. She was perspiring. She bowed her head onto his shoulder and felt the long rigid length of him against her. He was more than erect, yet he’d not taken his pleasure.
“Claire, baby.” His ragged voice, heavy with desire, sang a song to her spirit. She hugged him and kissed his lips, salty from her sweat.
Claire rested her head on his arm and met the eyes of his dog, tail wagging, and the red ball in his mouth. She laughed. “We’ve got a company.”
Without letting go of her, he swung his head over hers, brushing his lips over her forehead. “He’s probably wondering what in tarnation is going on.”
“Do you wonder?”
“No. I’m overjoyed. I don’t want to push you. I can’t say it enough. I know these days must be a difficult time in your life, having to cope with this all on your own.”
“I’m glad you’re here. I’m glad we’re together. This isn’t some frantic escape from grief. We’ve known each other too long for that. You’ve been my friend for so long, only you could understand what I’m feeling.”
“I want to be more than a friend.”
“You are.”
He kissed her again. A hot and lazy embrace placing a hold on her, totally commanding her to join him, and she followed. He wrapped his hands in her hair and kissed her as if there were no end in sight. Her legs wobbled and she clung to him. He finished with a trail of sweet kisses along her jaw.
“Still on for dinner?”
“Absolutely, Mr. Murray.” They separated, and she immediately missed the feel of him against her.
He looked over to Jasper and raised his brow. “Give it here.”
He wanted her, she could hear it, feel it, but he was giving her space, time to adjust to the change in their relationship. He threw the ball again and ran his hand through his hair. He smiled and his gaze roamed over her in a way that made her go weak.
“Until later.” She tilted her chin up, and he kissed her firmly, as if sealing some sort of deal. He squeezed her body before letting go again. He started to walk her out of the barn.
“Really, I’m fine. You go back to what you were doing.”
“I doubt I’ll be able to concentrate.” He grinned at her. She returned his smile then walked backward for a few steps.
“See you soon.” She turned away and had to fight to keep from giggling like a girl. God, was this really happening? Her fantasy of Dustin shifted into reality, making her body sizzle again just by thinking of him. She’d played this scene over and over. Dustin taking her in this very erotic spot. She groaned at the memory of his perfect body in the barn.
She couldn’t put away her romantic notions and was holding out for an over-the-top first time. She imagined when they made love tonight, their first time would be in a big soft bed after being so turned on neither could wait another day. Hot, yes, but with romance so heady to make her heart weep with pleasure…him seducing her and she beguiling him. She wanted to feel the chase, at least the first time.
She floated across the yard. Her whole being tingled. She wanted to sing. Her soul was ready to sigh. Her heart was melting.
Claire glanced back from the gate. Dustin had waited for her to cross the yard. He waved and then turned back to the barn. In a moment, she could hear he’d returned to pounding on the bike, and then his whistle floated across the yard. The sound filled her with a yearning to go back, to forget her plan to clean out the kitchen. Claire’s heart pounded, clip clopping, loud and swift beats already seeing the scene unfold of what might happen tonight between them.
 
* * *
 
She finished cleaning out the refrigerator and cabinets. She made piles along the counter and used the kitchen table to further separate out items. Some were keepers and some she set out for donation. The rest she bagged and boxed and moved to the porch. She wheeled out the garbage can to the driveway and filled the can with the perishable contents of the refrigerator. Only a couple of bottles of wine and juice as well as coffee, canned goods, and sugar remained. Not even Fran could argue with how well she’d taken care of removing and cleaning the contents of the kitchen.
She glanced down at her watch. Four forty-five. She’d let the time get away from her. Dustin probably thought she’d show up as usual. Wet hair, no makeup and some wrinkled outfit. Well, not tonight. She walked inside and made a beeline for the bathroom. She ran water into the tub, deciding she’d take a bath. She luxuriated in bubbles, taking little time to truly relax but enough to get squeaky clean. Finally she stood before the mirror, combing her hair and tried to envision what she’d wear.
Standing wrapped in a towel, she stood over her suitcase filled with dark colors. She’d already worn her only summer dress. She pulled out clothing that was black, somber, and conservative. Not a piece of clothing that whispered provocative. She walked to her old closet. Her mother hadn’t gotten rid of one item. She fingered the hangers and stopped to look at her riding pants, worn-out jeans, and even a tiny pink tutu.
She rapidly crossed over hangers until she came to a light, aquamarine blue dress. She removed the hanger and ripped off the plastic from the drycleaners. This was the dress she’d given her salutatorian speech in for graduation. It wasn’t exactly sexy but without the short jacket, it was strapless, somewhat feminine, and elegant.
Claire pushed boxes back on the shelf, pulling out one particular shoe box. She opened the top, and inside were strappy high-heeled sandals. She’d always had a fascination with pretty shoes. These were made from lizard skin. She tried each shoe on, wrapping the long laces up her legs.
She dropped her towel, turned and peered over her shoulder into the mirror, dressed in nothing but a thong and high heels. This was so not her style. But she imagined this was what one of her characters would wear, and she took a breath. It was time she stopped feeling out of place in her own story. Tonight she wanted to look sexy. She stepped into the dress and worked at the back zipper. She peered into the mirror. A little tight across the chest but the rest of the dress fit as if she’d just bought it recently. It was five-thirty and she still needed to do something with her hair.
She took out her blow dryer and crossed to Fran’s closet. Somewhere she’d seen…there they were. Hot curlers. Ready in five minutes. She finished blowing her hair dry. She wanted to do her hair like she’d seen other women wearing—long, soft curls. She didn’t have time to practice and did what she imagined was required. She opened her makeup bag and sighed at the limited assortment of goods.
She went to her mother’s room and scouted around the vanity. Her mother didn’t have many cosmetic items but she did have foundation and powder. Claire felt a pang of sadness coming into her parents’ room. She tried to put aside those feelings but tears were impossible to stop. She sniffed and wiped away the tears, not wanting to appear with eyes puffy from crying one more time. She’d definitely need Fran to help with this room. There was no way she could begin to throw anything from here away. That simply didn’t seem possible.
At six on the dot, she heard a knock at the front door. The man was punctual. She needed a wrap and grabbed a gauzy crème-colored wrap she’d used as a teenager. After a spritz of hairspray and a dab of perfume, she took one last look in the mirror and nervously made it to the door without tripping.
Claire swung open the door and smiled. “Please come in.” From his expression, she thought he liked what he saw. He held out a bouquet of flowers. “They’re gorgeous. I love sunflowers.”
“I remember you planted them every spring. They populated the field.”
“That’s right.” Dustin stood before her in a white dress shirt and dark trousers. He wore loafers without socks, quite a change from the man in grease-covered jeans and boots. His gaze went straight to hers, and something in his eyes seemed to glitter when their gazes met. She inhaled, then stopped breathing, drinking in the heat from his eyes.
He was clean-shaven and his square jaw appeared even more pronounced. The fire in his eyes flashed when she caught him looking down at her legs. Were the shoes overboard?
“You’re the most beautiful woman.” His voice was low. His body loomed over her and seemed to fill the small kitchen. Her stomach lurched and she fumbled with the vase. He steadied her by holding onto her elbow.
“I’m not used to high heels.” She wasn’t used to him.
As soon as she turned, the wall of his body blocked her. He feathered his fingers across her cheeks, took hold of her and kissed. Not hard and demanding but sure and possessive. He lightly caressed her jaw with his thumb. A growl of pleasure grew in his chest. He stepped back and inhaled, seeming to observe all parts of her at once.
She wanted to ask him why he wasn’t attached to some woman. He was an absolute hunk standing there with the late sunshine catching and framing his face. He smiled and the light reflected jade-green from his eyes outward. His dark hair was combed back. His ear was pierced, and he wore a small hoop. There was nothing ordinary about him.
If she didn’t say something, they’d kiss again and it wouldn’t take Anaïs Nin to foresee how it might end. “You said you were taking some time off. So you’ve done well in business?”
“I guess I’ve done alright. I’m in the process of negotiating some contracts, selling what I own.”
“Where do you call home?”
“Right now, here. I’ve lived a gypsy life, traveling mostly. Had an apartment in Palo Alto to be near my business office. Funny, isn’t it? We both left here and settled on the West Coast.”
She’d heard from her parents’ comments on how proud he’d made his family, but it wasn’t that simple. She didn’t understand his timeline, considering the fascinating tidbits she’d heard about his life. She was intrigued by the complexity of him. “But you came back and you’re not certain if you’ll stay?”
She wondered what made him want to live a life they’d all talked about escaping—the small town, living with people they’d known all their lives. It wasn’t a bad idea, actually, when she stood in the kitchen with him so near.
“I’m at the point where I’m trying to see the big picture and define the future on better decisions. It’s probably just human nature before we hit thirty. You know, reassess for the next phase.”
“Would you like a glass of wine? It’s the only thing left, unless you’d like some juice.”
“No, thanks. We have reservations at six-thirty. If you’re ready we can begin the city tour.”
She took her wrap and suddenly wondered how she’d keep her hair from blowing all over the place. His Jeep was open and she’d wished she’d braided her hair. They stepped out on the porch and she went slack-jawed at sight of his car. She looked over at him but he had slipped on a pair of sunglasses.
“Nice ride.” A shiny silver sports car sat in the driveway. Low, sleek, and masculine. All his toys were. Dustin said nothing, but his lips quirked boyishly.
“Come with me.” He encircled her wrist with his fingers. The sensation of his hand on her arm exuded a charged, raw power she was coming to understand was his. Automatically her body responded, her nipples beaded into tight points, and she became the silent one.
The car was convertible but the top was up. He held on to her as they descended the porch steps. Dustin opened her door and even brushed her dress from the door frame as she sat down. He reached over and took hold of the seatbelt. The medallion fell from his shirt collar and brushed her shoulder. The medal was warm as it trailed over her skin. She felt tiny bursts of pleasure. His face was inches from her, his breath caressed her neck and shoulders.
Claire crossed her arms over her chest trying to hide how easily he excited her. Goosebumps rose over her arms and she rubbed them away.
“There, all set?” His leaned in and kissed the side of her mouth. “I want you this very second. Make no mistake.”
She looked up into his face. Her heart thundered, and she pressed the balls of feet into the floorboard. She didn’t trust her voice and nodded.


 
 
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
Damn. Maybe they should just forget eating and go to his place. What would she think? All his thoughts about taking her out and romance and patience disintegrated. Claire was more than a vision. She smelled so good and was too beautiful for words. He wanted to crush her into his body and devour her lips.
He’d never seen such a lovely woman. With her hair done and wearing makeup, she pushed every one of his buttons. Twice.
She was stunning in a dress that called his attention to every line and curve of her body. He barely recovered from staring at the shoes she wore. Laces tied up and around her calves, unsettling him, until he was about to give in and lose his self-control. She was no longer some uncertain girl. Claire was a sexy woman who deserved to be spoiled and pampered.
He struggled to maintain his sanity and concentrated on driving, forcing himself to think of something besides her satin smooth skin. He was not about to engage in some half-assed, sex-crazed frenzy no matter what his John Tom demanded. He’d vowed to take it slow and he’d do whatever she needed. In the middle of dealing with her parents’ death, he wasn’t going to be some sleaze and take advantage of her.
He wanted to protect her. Hell, he wanted to possess her as well. Now that he had a chance to be with her again he couldn’t contemplate ever having to let her go. She’d captivate any man. He’d better be prepared to relax or, better yet, be on guard.
She was the only woman who, without even knowing her power, could wreak havoc on his plans, and he wasn’t about to lose her for being an impatient cad.
She was quiet as they drove. “Penny for your thoughts.”
“I was wondering why you came back. Dustin, what happened?”
“You honestly don’t know?”
“I’ve discovered, recently, that I’ve been out of touch with a lot going on in the world. Not the news stuff, more personal. Truthfully, I never asked a lot of questions when I talked with my parents. You know how it is. You answer their questions and try to ask about their interests but I didn’t feel compelled to know much more. They talked about you, but I didn’t ask for details. I think they wanted to tell me more, but I changed the subject.”
He hadn’t expected to hear her blunt statement. But really, what else did he deserve?
“I made some good investments. A project from grad school got picked up by several large cell phone companies. I own the patents and I’ve learned a lot about patent rights and leasing agreements.”
“Sounds seriously exciting.”
“Big money with little work. I’m not bragging. It’s just how things turned out.” He watched her expression going from surprised to relaxed.
“I’m glad you’ve done so well.”
He nodded. “I didn’t know what success would mean. I didn’t want to get stuck in an office. For all that I believed in wanting to be successful and all that entails, I didn’t understand the sacrifices that I’d be called to make involving ethics or my personal time. Those parts, you can’t envision until you live them. I refuse to be someone who turns fifty and looks back with regrets.”
“So, you’ve got options.”
“Luckily. Right now I’m in the middle, really almost finished, with the sale of the patents. Contracts should be here tomorrow and then I’m done. Well, almost. For a year I’ll still serve as consultant, but then I’m completely free. I’ll use the year to think about what to do with the next part of my life.” He looked over at her and was struck again by the instant smoldering attraction he felt for her.
He pulled in front of the Rainbow Grill and into the valet parking. Red awnings and a whitewashed building. Not too foreboding or austere. Romance with a trajectory back to his bedroom.
“I’ve never eaten here, but the reviews are good.” He extended a hand to help her from the car.
“Looks charming.” She smiled and held on to his arm as they walked up to the maître d’.
“Yes, sir. Do you have reservations?”
“Murray, two at six-thirty.”
“Yes. Mr. Murray…Miss.” The gentleman motioned to them. “Please follow me.”
They sat in a corner table. Fresh flowers adorned every nook and horizontal surface. Candlelight glowed, radiating off from Claire’s skin.
“Would you care for some wine?”
“Yes, please.” She smoothed out her dress beneath her.
“Let’s look at the menu and then we’ll decide red or white.”
“Do you want to share?” She turned her lips up in a shy smile. “Remember how we’d order our meals and divide each plate?”
He laughed. “Always fun to see if the grass is greener.”
She blushed and looked down to read the menu. “The salmon sounds delicious.”
“Okay then how about the pasta del mar?”
“Yes, that was my second choice.”
He ordered their food and selected the wine. Cappellano’s 2004 Barolo Rupestris. After his perfect pronunciation of the Italian wine, the waiter asked if he’d ever lived in Italy.
“I’ve been fortunate to travel to Italy and Sicily. Lovely country and people.”
She smiled and leaned forward. “I loved traveling through France and Italy. I guess it’s different with you. No backpacks and hostels.”
“That would have been fun. I had the pleasure of factory tours and meetings.”
Her dress was tiny and tight, not leaving him with an option but to admire her breasts. He reached for his water glass to force his eyes elsewhere. He drank the entire glass of water without stopping.
“Well, you were certainly thirsty. Would you care for my water?” She swirled one finger over the inside of his palm lying open on the table.
He set his empty water glass down. “No, thanks. I’ve had enough water.” He captured her finger within his hand and leaning over promising himself, one kiss. Her glance shifted. Dustin caught sight of the waiter, and he squeezed and then released her finger.
The waiter displayed the bottle and uncorked and poured the wine.
“In your work, you traveled overseas much?” She took a sip of wine.
“Yes. Too much. I suppose it makes life exciting, but traveling alone can get old fast.”
“Really? I’ll take your word for it.”
“I’d love to return with you, spend time enjoying the view.”
The candlelight bounced and reflected off her hair. He imagined how it would have been if he’d had her with him overseas. A world of difference.
The ringlets draped over her arms, and he touched one. “Your hair is so soft, just like silk.”
She reached out and touched his arm. His desire all but thumped against the underside the table. Their food arrived and although he enjoyed the meal, he couldn’t remember what anything tasted like or what they’d actually talked about during dinner. He was entranced by her smile, her laugh, and each time she bit her lip. He grabbed the table to stop himself from leaning across and sampling her mouth reddened by the wine. He had hoped it would be possible to contain his longing, but he was wrong. The depth of his desire set him on fire. He was beyond concentrating on anything but the most mundane of activities.
He’d promised to show her around town but at that moment, he wanted to do nothing of the sort. There were two hotels that he could think of and he wanted to check into a room with her. His cock strained against his trousers. He adjusted his pants but he’d hardly be able to hide this state of affairs.
He paid the bill and took hold of her hand. He all but pulled her out of the restaurant.
“Are you all right?”
He swallowed and stared at his hand on her arm. There was no friction or drag in his flight of desire. He was on a straight path to taking complete possession of her. He’d burn up from the heat if he didn’t slow down. He felt incoherent standing next to her and closed his eyes, gathering every ounce of self-control.
“Yes, I’m fine.” He combed his fingers through his hair and raised his eyes her. “No. That’s a lie.”


 
 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
Claire could see he was in pain. It couldn’t be the food they’d eaten. She felt fine. His face paled under his tan and sweat beaded on his forehead.
“I’ll take a rain check on the tour.” She was unable to put aside her concern. “Are you ill?”
He rubbed his temple. “Claire—” He stopped when his car pulled up. “Damn.”
Dustin opened her door and arranged her dress. This time he didn’t reach across to get the seatbelt. “Do you know where the belt is located?” His voice sounded strained.
She felt between the seats. “Yes, I’ve got it.”
He got in and gripped the steering wheel with both hands. “I need to talk to you. Can we go somewhere?”
“What about the lake?”
He nodded and drove out of the parking lot. She focused on seeing the town this time. Neighborhoods that were once dilapidated had undergone renovations. Several blocks of brightly colored small homes surrounded by picket fences and gardens made up the neighborhood around the restaurant.
“So many changes.” She regarded the houses as they passed by her gaze. “Positive changes, I mean.”
“This section of town has been highly sought after. It’s gained a reputation as artsy.”
The shops and galleries reminded her of a smaller version of Ballard back in Seattle. Even a prestigious private school was settled on the corner, its fenced yard filled with modern playground equipment.
“They opened a Day School?”
“The first private school. Besides the catholic parochial school.”
Whatever had come over him didn’t seem as serious now, and he had relaxed while driving.
“Are you feeling better?”
“Yes. I wish I could blame the food or restaurant, but that’s not it. Claire, I don’t want to rush you. I keep telling myself to give you time. I’ve no right to take advantage of you, especially when you’re mourning your parents, and next week or next month you’d regret getting involved.”
He turned into the entrance of the park. The lake was further down the road. The dark water bordered by clumps of cattails hadn’t changed. They’d both learned how to ski on the lake during grade school. They had spent many afternoons fishing and catching tadpoles. As far back as she could remember, he had been part of her life.
“No. I’m not using you to bear this burden. I know what you’re saying. This is a strange time, but why not? Out of one tragedy, at least there’s something that reaffirms what my parents believed in. I think they always wanted me to give you another shot. I’ve grown up since leaving home. I’ve got my own secrets and my own dreams. I’m trying to find my way too. I’ve changed from the girl that left home filled with unrealistic expectations.”
She wanted to tell him about her secret writing but didn’t know if he’d care or understand. Would he think she was love-starved? She wasn’t exactly comfortable with the idea of being an erotica author but she’d decided this was her passion. It might not have been her decision to share her stories with the world, but it was happening and she could sulk or rejoice. There was no denying part of her was overjoyed even if she was nervous. She no longer needed anyone’s approval. Dustin had never been one to be judgmental. Maybe she could trust him to give her the freedom to be her own person.
“I don’t know if your shoes can navigate the grass.”
“I’ll take them off.” She unwound the ties. Dustin watched her. His face regained color, changing from the pale ashen at the restaurant to a flushed appearance that ran from the collar of his shirt up to his cheeks. The look of pain returned to his face, and she worried that she was somehow the cause of his distress.
He opened his car door and came round to help her out. She was already stepping out of the car and her dress scrunched up against the leather seat as she moved to stand. Her thighs were visible and Dustin coughed making her aware of what had happened.
He was uncomfortable—in a good way—because of her body. The idea swept over her, and she was reminded of the heroines in her stories. Oh, what a fool she’d been. From the abstract to the practical. Now, that really was a leap.
If she wanted Dustin, she didn’t need to chase after his interest. He was all but tripping and falling over his desire.
Instead of pulling her dress down, she quickly surveyed the park and lake. They were alone. What she should have done years ago was not let go of him, not give in to her need to fit in and compromise. She’d let him go without a fight, believing she couldn’t win. Not tonight.
She lifted her leg onto the door frame, well aware of what she allowed him to glimpse. She wanted to see if he was indeed on the slippery slope of desire, this powerful man who she might have the means to possess.
Claire opened her thighs, slightly wider as he approached and his eyes went right to the inside of her legs. He raked both hands through his hair and she opened her legs a bit wider pushing her hips forward. There was no mistaking the bulge in his pants. What would he do? She’d learned how to write the erotic scenes but living it was something she’d never explored. He seemed to cave in whenever she bit her lip.
“Dustin.” She called his attention. “My eyes are up here.” Her voice was low. She tilted her head, sucked in her bottom lip and stopped with a light bite. Like magic he groaned.
“Don’t play games.” He voice was hoarse, and he returned his eyes to the inside of her legs. Did he like the light coral lingerie that she wore?
She felt herself go wet at the thought of his hands and mouth on her. Desire was a two-edged sword. Desire pulsed between her legs and deep inside her body. He hadn’t even touched her and she wanted him.
“I’m not. Dustin, where can we go?”
“Home. Sit back, or I swear I’ll pull you out of the car and take you right here.” His jaw muscles clenched and he set his mouth into a hard line.
At that moment, there be could be no bigger turn on than Dustin, a man who’d promised to take what he wanted if she didn’t obey. She almost thwarted his command but knew that having sex in an open park would not be the smartest move she’d made in recent days.
He got into the car and backed up quick enough to cause her head to lift off the neck rest. He raced home in record time and swung into his driveway. The engine turned off, keys jingled in his hand, and she didn’t know if she was really ready.
“We’re here.”
“Home sweet home.” She looked out of the window to the house.
This wasn’t a story. In real life feelings always wound through sex. Once begun, she wouldn’t have the strength to put her emotions back on the shelf. Her heart had been hurt before and now with Fran on the way home, if he still desired her sister. Fear tugged at her heart.
“Baby, I want you so much. I can’t pretend. But I don’t want to push you. If you’re not ready, I understand.”
“Are you sure about Fran?”
He closed his eyes. “I made a bad mistake and one that taught me not to be afraid to risk. The regret and lies that I kept silent about became barbed wire that tore and then locked up my heart. We have a second chance. You and me. It doesn’t have to begin tonight. But we can be happy together. Trust me.”
His eyes burned into her. He’d been the person she’d longed to feel next to her, without clothes and without the past. Nothing need keep them apart anymore. She trusted him within every part of her body. She trusted him with her heart.
“I trust you.”
“We’ll take it slow.” His intense gaze ignited her need to touch him. He got out of the car, his beautiful, masculine body graceful as he came for her.
Slow. Oh, boy, that’s not what she’d had in mind. She was on a trapeze, rushing faster and swinging higher. He opened her door and held out his hand. This clasp of palm against palm drew her to him.
Claire walked up the steps still holding his hand. He opened the front door and swept her up into his arms. He walked inside and kicked the door closed. Taking the stairs, two at a time, he reached the landing and turned down the hall. He walked into a room that no longer resembled the old master bedroom and set her down.
He’d renovated the upstairs, removing walls to enlarge the space. The ceiling had also been removed to reveal skylights and open beams. A large, king-size bed stood in the middle of the room. Dark mahogany furniture gleamed in the early evening light. She watched as he lit several candles, and they flickered on the nightstand. She half-smiled at his optimism.
His eyes followed hers. “I like to sleep with candlelight. It’s relaxing.”
He flipped on the stereo and soft music poured into the quiet air. “Would you like something to drink?”
“No.” She held out her arms.
Dustin took her hands, tugged them gently, making her come to him. He let go to tilt her chin as he’d done on the porch. “You’re the most captivating woman.”
He dipped his head and touched his mouth to her lips. He kissed her softly and then pushed his lips against her mouth, his tongue separating her lips. He kissed her deeply, and she wrapped her arms about his shoulders. She opened her mouth to him, exploring him with her tongue, searching and suckling. Finally she broke the kiss to trace her tongue over and along his jaw.
He groaned and recaptured her mouth. He kissed her deeply, possessively, thrusting his tongue into her mouth. She ran her hands over his shoulders and arms, over hardened muscles down to his waist. She pulled his shirt loose from his pants and slipped her hands underneath. The muscles along his abdomen rippled under her fingertips. She stopped at his chest and he tensed under her touch. She bit his lip and pressed herself into his body.
“You’re driving me crazy.” He reached for her hair and inhaled. He shifted his mouth to her neck and planted light kisses. Bursts of pleasure erupted within her body and only one thought raced through her mind. Tonight she’d finally make her fantasy a reality.
He moved his mouth over her shoulder and cupped her breast with his hand. He rubbed her nipple through the thin material of her dress and sent rivulets of pleasure along her skin. He reached around to her back and tugged on the zipper. He brought down the top of her dress and released her breasts from the clinging material. He tongued and licked the tip of her nipple that had hardened into a peak, tenderly rolling her flesh between his teeth. A tidal wave of pleasure and tension washed over her, demanding release.
She finished unbuttoning his shirt and pushed the material down his arms. She ran her hands over his skin, caressing the hair sprinkled across his chest. He bent down and pressed her breasts together and went from one nipple to other, teasing and taunting her desire with the heat of his mouth. He straightened and turned her around. He unzipped her dress completely. The air was cool upon her skin, and he ran his finger lightly from her neck all the way down her back to her hips, spreading goose bumps all over her body. She shivered and held her breath.
“Take it off.”
She let the dress fall to the floor, and she heard him unzip his pants. He placed his hands on her waist and pulled her back into his body. He was naked and erect. His cock pushed against her and he held her tight to his chest while he kneaded and cupped her breasts. She was at the point of exploding. He bit her lightly, where her neck met her shoulder, and she was overcome with the need to have him inside her. Her heart thundered, she was unable to take a breath without reeling from the pulses of pleasure that erupted each time he kissed, licked, and touched her body.
She turned around and stepped back to look at him. His eyes had gone feral and he was fully, proudly erect. Claire’s eyes lingered a moment longer, taking in Dustin’s ruddy cock and the drop of clear liquid at its end. She bent down and took hold of him. He moaned, tenderly pulling her head closer to his hips. She licked the end of his cock. She tasted him, salty and sensual. She sucked at the head, first softly then she slid her lips over the tip, past the rigid sweet spot underneath. She flicked her tongue back and forth, running up and down his shaft until he groaned loudly. He gyrated his hips in time to her movements, fucking her mouth. Her clit pulsed, her pussy clenched, and she sucked him harder and faster.
Claire tried to do what she’d written. She relaxed her jaw and took him into her mouth as far as she could. She slowly released his cock and then recaptured the length of his erect penis down her throat.
“How do you do that?” He held her head between his hands. Twice more she repeated her ability to swallow most of him down her throat. She felt the veins along his cock pulse.
“Darling, you must stop or I’ll explode.” He lifted her up and gently pushed her onto the bed.
He cupped her face and kissed her. She parted her lips and slid her tongue along his teeth. He stroked and licked her in return, his tongue following the outline of her lips. He nuzzled her mouth and then moved to kissing her cheek. He nipped at her jaw and ran his tongue down her neck. He used his teeth and tongue along her bared throat, and she twisted the sheets in her hands. His mouth on her skin was maddening. Her body was boiling and desire pooled between her legs. Her hands ran down his body not stopping until she found his groin.
His abs contracted and he groaned. His gaze swept over her body. “Your skin is so soft and perfect.” He immobilized her arms while he enclosed the tip of her breast with his mouth. A current of delight blazed through her. She closed her eyes, digging her nails into the bed.
He sucked her right nipple and stroked and caressed her left breast. He swirled his tongue around the areola, making her nipples pucker and peak. He moved his jaw along chest and smothered a kiss between her cleavage, leaving no millimeter unexplored.
He released her arms. A growl rumbled in his chest. His eyes blazed. “I’ve waited for this night forever.”
“Me too.” She groaned and a shiver rippled through her body.
He caressed her waist, squeezed, and ran his hand downward over her hips. He moved until his hands were at her thighs. She tightened her legs and bit her lip. He ran his fingers up and between her legs. He pushed her legs open and stroked the intimate folds of her sex. She gasped, arching back.
He bent his head down and lifted her hips. He kissed her mound, nibbling tenderly. His tongue dipped into her cleft. She feathered her fingers on either side of his head trying to keep from wildly rubbing herself against his face. Pure pleasure unfurled as he licked and opened her slit with his fingers. An excited exhale escaped his mouth.
She whimpered in response. His mouth was at her opening, he sucked and plunged his tongue inside her without mercy. She bucked upward, giving into need, moving her hips and pressing herself against his face. Every fiber in her body wanted to explode. He suckled the erect nub of her clit and she couldn’t stop a climax from building.
She framed his head with her fingers. “Dustin—”
“I want to make you come so I can taste you.”
“Oh. Yes.”
He inserted his finger, pressing and swirling against the feminine muscles and her G-spot. Her body rocked with peaks and valleys of pleasure that she no longer tried to hold away. She’d waited to experience this moment with him and savored the sweet sensations that he produced in her body.
She clung to him, riding the tide that crested and tumbled. “Oh, baby. Let yourself go. Don’t hide from me.” He moved his mouth over her pussy and sucked her, alternating between mind-bending licks to heart-pounding tongue thrusts. She came for him, unable to stop herself; she let herself go. He kissed the insides of her legs, her hips, and stomach as she was suspended in a haze of bliss.
He stuck his hand in the drawer of the nightstand and retrieved a condom. He ripped open the foil pouch and rolled the condom down his length.
He eased his body between her legs and positioned his cock at the opening of her sex. She felt her tissue stretch as he entered, pushing the head of his cock in, an inch at a time. He didn’t rush and gave her time to accommodate him. He pushed forward, sending more currents of pleasure into her body.
Claire moaned loudly. He lifted her legs, hooked his arms under her knees, and drove his full length inside her. They were one now, joined by body and emotion. He backed off and then moved his hips forward again. His cock was all the way inside her, their bodies’ forged together. He lowered her legs and held his weight aloft over her. His hips moved forward and backward, rhythmically, over and over. His cock struck her in just the right spot. He slammed into her again, angling deeper, each of his thrusts unrelenting. As one crest of pleasure rose and released, another wave followed, and she could only follow the tempo he set.
They moved together, and she rode the wave of passion dissolving into ecstasy and the pure scintillating sensation they created. She climaxed again, her muscles contracted around his cock. He pounded into her body with a force that made her reel and didn’t stop until she felt him shudder, once, twice. He slowed his stroke until he stilled. Both of them were gulping air. He leaned his chest onto her breasts and she shared his heartbeat.


 
 
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
Dustin awoke with Claire beside him. He hadn’t truly believed this moment would be possible, but here they were together. Finally. He rolled onto his side and listened to her breathing. She slept with her hand curled up near her face—and what a beautiful face. In the morning, her hair reflected the light differently than it had last night, framing her face and making his chest convulse.
He rubbed a strand of her hair between his fingertips. Never would he get tired of touching such a silky texture, matched only by her skin. His cock responded to the thought.
His reaction to making love to her confirmed this wasn’t only lust or the power of an old crush. He wanted her in ways that were impossible to outrun the emotional effect. This wasn’t a woman he’d expected to find. Sure he’d wanted her his whole life. But the real version was a million times better than anything he could have imagined. He wasn’t prepared for the door that had opened to him. Or was he? He had no idea what plans she had beyond settling the estate. He had some ideas of what he’d like to do, both short term and long term, with her. But he had no idea what she would think of them.
Now with Fran on the way back, there was bound to be friction if he didn’t prepare from the get-go for what she might do. She was jealous of everything Claire had, couldn’t seem to stop competing with her sister. Now he was back in Claire’s life. He had to be ready, in case Fran hadn’t changed. Damage control, or the lack thereof, is what had gotten him into trouble the first time. This time he’d be ready for the many faces of Fran.
Claire sighed in her sleep, and he put aside all thoughts of Fran Robertson. He kissed Claire along her jaw and felt her cheeks move as a smile spread across her lips.
“Good morning. Would you like coffee or tea?”
“Umm, coffee would be delightful.” She moved against him.
He pushed himself up. “I’ll be right back. Unless you want to come?”
“May I borrow a T-shirt?”
“Do I have a choice?” He cupped her breasts, a perfect fit in his hands, and thumbed her nipples.
She moved her hips toward him, and he reached under the covers to turn her so that they lay on their sides, face-to-face. He lifted her leg and swung it over his waist. She gasped and giggled. “This feels much better than coffee.”
“I’ll give you something to laugh at if you’re not careful.”
“Really? Well you certainly do a good morning justice, not just a great night.”
“Baby, I’ve got a whole calendar open for you.” He claimed her hips with his hands.
“Wait.” She reached into the drawer and extracted a shiny packet. “Let me do this.”
She was naked, her body draped over his waist as though she belonged to him. He moved between her legs. She took him into her hand and unfurled the condom over the head of his cock. He closed his eyes. “I think I can improve on good. If you’re willing?”
“Oh, I’m very willing.” Her eyes were wide and her smile spurred him on.
He moved down an inch and then he slipped his cock into her sweet folds. She slid her leg upward, her knee to his chest. He was too amazed at the sensation of entering her to ask about her acrobatics. He glided over her soft tissue and with one thrust seated himself deep within her. A shudder ran along his body and he thrust again, moving his hips in one direction as he brought her body toward him, joining them together.
“Oh, goodness, baby.” He gritted his teeth. Her position made everything tighter, hotter. Her pussy wrapped around him, and he groaned aloud when she clenched her inner muscles. “You’re pushing me to the edge.”
She was something, all right. He was already near coming and he’d just started. But he’d promised something better than good, and he was going to see that promise through. He rolled over on his back and carried her with him until she sat atop him. Her hair fell in waves about her shoulders, half-covering her breasts, tempting him with the alluring peek-a-boo it created.
He caressed her breasts. “I’m going to fuck you like I’ve wanted to for years.”
He moved her hips back and forth, and she rose slightly up on her knees and came down on his cock. The sensation was overpowering. He rubbed her clit as she rode him. Claire pressed her palms on his chest, moaning. He took hold of her hips and rocked his hips into his thrusts. Fire blazed through his body. Christ, it felt unbelievable.
Claire arched and threw back her head. She called his name. Softly, sweetly, the same way he’d fantasized. “Dustin, please.”
“Are you coming? I know I’m about to.” There was no holding back. She was where he needed her and he joined her, cresting upward. He guided her hips up and down again and again while the pleasure built. She shuddered over him, and he knew she’d tilted over into orgasm. Another thrust and he followed her into a powerful climax. Panting, she lay down over his body. Her breasts pressed into his chest. He caressed the round fullness that formed the outer edge of her breasts. He skimmed the sides of her body—her waist was so tiny—and then along her hips, with their full curves. He spread his hands out over her ass, round and firm and his.
“Superb morning.”
“Extraordinary.” She nuzzled her face into his neck.
“What are your plans this morning?”
“More packing, I guess. Sorting and deciding what to do with everything.” She sat up, her cheeks glowing, and he wanted to give her an encore performance. He was still connected to her. In a second he’d be hard again. Granite.
“I want you.” He slipped from inside her, tore off the condom, and replaced it. No time to waste. He had her in his bed and he wanted to make love to her again.
He pushed her onto her side and then onto her back. He opened her legs, wide for his body to fit between, and with one single thrust, pushed back inside her. He stretched up her arms and kissed her mouth. At first, he brushed his lips lightly over her mouth and face, along her jaw, and down her neck. He didn’t stop until she began to wriggle.
He released her arms. She groaned and bumped her hips, almost demanding he touch her, take her. She threaded his hair between her fingers and tugged. He ignored her. He played with her breasts and nipples. He rolled her nipples into hard peaks between his fingers while he nibbled her ear. Her groans grew louder, her hips moved insistently, and he reclaimed her hands. He moved his mouth up and down her neck, stopping every now then to suckle a point, holding his cock still within her body. And it took every ounce of concentration considering he was fully erect and each of her movements released a spasm of pleasure that demanded an equal and opposite reaction.
“I can’t take another second. You must. You can’t hold back any longer.”
He feigned innocence. “What do you mean? Oh, yes. Coffee. I’ll be right back.”
“No, you’re not going anywhere. You know what I want.” Her eyes were bright and wild, and he wanted to stay right here, connected to her in every way.
She widened her legs, wrapped them around his waist, and there was no place to go but deep inside. He bent his head and kissed her. Not letting go of her arms, he arched back and moved his hips against her mound.
“Baby, like this?”
He plunged into her and then moved back, using his knees to leverage his body, almost coming out of her narrow sheath, before thrusting back into her. She closed her eyes.
“Yes. Do it again. Again, Dustin, again.”
He let go of her arms and she wrapped them around him. He came up onto his elbows, moving with her legs around his waist. He took his time exploring her body, what made her gasp or moan. He moved into her and rocked his hips back, enjoying the friction created. He came back into her and repeated this rhythm. She joined in, her body moving, her arms entwined around his neck, her body sliding against his belly and chest, her breasts pressed against him and then released. He drove into her, lifting up so that his cock rubbed against her clit before slamming into her. Her breath was fast and he prayed she was near orgasm. He thrust again, deep, so deep his headboard thudded against the wall. She whimpered and clutched at him.
He was near to calling out, his breath burned in his chest. He kept diving into her body, pumping his cock faster and faster while the headboard echoed his rhythm. She increased her movements, and then he was unable to stop himself. Her voice lifted into a yell. His name came from her lips, giving him leave, and he let go. His body erupted, he came with such force into her. His voice rang out hoarsely, shouting her name. Their voices harmonized into passionate wail of triumph. Never had he experienced this type of lovemaking.
He settled against her. Their breathing was short and rapid, their bodies covered in perspiration. Their arms and legs were tangled together.
There were absolutely no words to express this experience. None that he knew.
Her heartbeat tapped against his chest. He held her there until their breaths returned to normal.
Time passed. He opened his eyes, realizing they’d both fallen asleep. She lay in his arms, warm and soft, and he never wanted to let her go. Never.
He gazed at her sleeping face. He loved her. He was deeply in love with her. The thought tore at him. She moved in his arms, and he squeezed her. He couldn’t help himself. He wanted to feel her against him, so close a beam of light couldn’t find space to move between them. Claire’s eyelids fluttered.
He kissed he cheek. “I owe you coffee.”
“Oh, I think for what you’ve done, you could easily demand coffee and breakfast in bed. And I’d not be one to argue either.” She traced some imaginary shape on his chest. She moved her finger in a circular pattern and then changed course.
“Are you hungry? Shall I make you breakfast in bed or just coffee?”
“What time is it?”
“Nine or so.”
“Just coffee, please.”
He nodded. “I never got a straight answer about your plans.” He walked to the bureau and pulled out a T-shirt and a pair of shorts. “Here you go.”
She unfolded the shirt and smiled. “This is your company.”
“Yes. I’d be proud to see you in that shirt and know you weren’t wearing any bottoms.” That would be one memory he’d cherish. He slipped on the shorts.
“Your house is lovely. The way you’ve opened up the upper floor. Really gives a spectacular view.”
“That’s what I thought. The rooms were too small and there are enough bedrooms downstairs. Master suites do better on the real estate market from what I can tell.”
“I hope you don’t sell the place.”
He stared back at her. Christ, he didn’t want to either. “I see a lot of possibilities in staying.” Not a giant step, not one that would scare her out the front door. “Now for that coffee.”
He held out his hand and they walked downstairs. “My Lord, Dustin.” She stood in the kitchen. “This is really beautiful. May I look around?”
“Please. Make yourself at home.” Hell, she could get her things and move in. He watched her open some of the custom cabinets. He flipped open a stainless container and scooped coffee into the filter basket.
“That’s fancy. Copper. Are you like a real barista?”
“I can steam milk for froth. I do like a good cup, and you’ve distracted me from my morning routine.” He pressed the brew button and then pulled her into his arms. In his T-shirt, she looked damned near perfect.
“What about your dog?”
“Jasper? He’s probably out back. There’s a dog door but he rarely stays inside. Sleeps on the porch.”
“You did all this?” She trailed her fingers along the granite counter top of the island.
“Come see the rest of the place.” He walked her into the den.
“I always loved this room. We had a lot of really great memories here.” Her forehead creased. She blinked, and he was prepared. Claire wasn’t one to break down and cry much. She might not even remember the times he’d held her as children, but he hadn’t forgotten. This time, just as before, he was ready and moved over to her.
“It’s all right.” He stroked her hair as she cried. Her tears splashed down his chest. “Shush.” He kissed the top of her head. He kept her in his arms, whispering to her that everything would be right again. He kept her firm and safe and let her cry. Her body lurched.
“I’m sorry.” She hiccupped. “I don’t know why that happened.”
“We spent a lot of hours in this room, your parents, my parents; our families were very close.”
More tears appeared in her eyes and fell. He tried to wipe them away and would have done anything to help her feel better. He rocked her against his body, letting her wash away grief. “I’m so sorry. So sorry. Soon you’ll feel better.”
“Thank you.” She slowed her breathing. “May I use your bathroom?”
He led her down a hallway and opened the door. “I’ll be in the kitchen. Can I get you anything?”
“You’ve done more than you know. Really.”
He closed the door for her and didn’t know what to do. Only time would heal her sadness. If he could speed up that process he would, but it was impossible. He took out two mugs and poured the coffee. He laid out the sugar container and left the cream on the counter. He took his coffee black. He walked to the porch and blew into his cup. The sun was bright on the yard and he whistled. Jasper came running. He threw a Frisbee and the dog ran off to retrieve it. Dustin reached for his food bowl and caught sight of Claire coming into the kitchen.
“Hey, I’m here with your friend. There’s coffee poured. Cream and sugar if you still drink coffee like before.” He opened the dog food container and dipped the bowl inside.
“Yes. Thanks.” She came to stand on the porch and watched Jasper jump. “He’s a wonderful companion, I bet.”
“I’ve no complaints.” He smiled at her. “Want a try?”
The dog returned, ears perked up. She tossed the Frisbee and Jasper didn’t hesitate, running after it and bringing it back in short order.
“Sit,” Dustin commanded. He threw the Frisbee for another round. “Are you hungry?”
“Actually, I need to check my email. I don’t know what time Fran’s coming in. She said her assistant would send a message with her itinerary.”
He looked down. He didn’t want Claire to see the thoughts that might saturate his expression. What type of her person sent messages to her sister through an assistant? He inhaled.
“You can use my computer. Same offer as the other day. Then if you’ve got time, we can eat.”
“Deal. Where’s your computer?”
“I’ll get you set up over in my office.” He pulled her along with him toward the front of the house. His office was off the front door and overlooked the driveway. He pulled out the desk chair for her. She sat and the T-shirt eased up her legs. “Better watch yourself or you might get ravaged on top of this desk.” He logged onto the computer and stepped away from the desk.
“I think we share many of the same fantasies.”
“You’re a vision. I can’t help myself.”
The sight of her seated at his desk reminded him of her mother. How many times had he been in her house and seen Mrs. Robertson seated at a desk, doing some paperwork for the family business? The idea passed through his mind of Claire working at home. A writer. Did she ever consider that route? He rubbed his knuckle against her cheek.
“Call out if you need anything.”
“Just checking email. Oh, maybe a printer.”
“It’s connected. Over there. Just click print and you’ll get what you want.”
She arched her brow. “I wish.” She laughed.
“Don’t tempt me. For all you know your sister may be sitting at the airport, fuming.”
Her face paled. “My God, you’re right. I don’t remember if my phone is on vibrate or if it’s even charged.”
“I was joking. I’m certain she’d catch a cab if she couldn’t reach you. Not the worst thing to do. Especially for a New Yorker. It’s like breathing for them. I’d better leave you to it.”
He left her tapping keys. She was still very much under her sister’s thumb. It’d serve Fran right to sit and wait. He couldn’t imagine what Fran possessed that enabled her to throw Claire, except an overinflated ego. After Claire’s last attempt to stand up for her sister, he’d promised himself he’d not say another word against Fran. Whatever he felt or believed wasn’t worth the risk of upsetting Claire.
He went back upstairs to clean up. Inside the bedroom he smiled. The bed, for once, looked like it had been broken in, and his smile only deepened when he noticed two notches dug into the wall where the headboard had hit.
“About time.” He touched the wall, determining that these two spots would remain there as a memorial of their first night together. Dustin picked up the room, throwing his clothes into a laundry bin and retrieving a lacy thong and dress. She traveled light. Boy, he’d love to take her on a trip. Maybe tour Europe. Disappear with Claire. Well, hell, if he knew her plans maybe he could begin to work out some sort of set of objectives for the future.
At some point, she’d go back to Seattle. His throat clogged and threatened to make him cough. He didn’t know much about grief. What he felt when his parents divorced would barely compare to what Claire was going through. Could she pack it up and return to her life on the West Coast without a thought? He had a home but it was hours away from Seattle. Yes, the first order of the day was to see where her thoughts were running.
“Dustin?”
“I’m up here.” He went to the stairs. She held some papers in her hands. From her expression he understood she wasn’t staying for breakfast. He couldn’t bring himself ask how soon the wicked witch of the East was due. She came up the stairs and he followed her inside the bedroom.
“Fran’s coming in about an hour. I’d better go get cleaned up. Actually, she wrote that her assistant reserved her a rental car at the airport. I should have figured Fran would want her own transportation.”
“Well, I know you’ll be busy. I want to see you later. It doesn’t matter how long or when. Even if it’s just coffee or a kiss goodnight. Call me and I’ll find you. ”
“I couldn’t ask for a better—” She faltered then recovered. “A better lover.”
“I want to be more. Much more.” He pulled her into his arms.


 
 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
She slipped into her thong and stood still while he zipped her dress. He planted a kiss on her shoulder and his arms cinched around her waist. She melted against him placing her hands over his, lacing their fingers together. They walked hand in hand to the front door.
Claire didn’t want to close her eyes while she stood inside the doorway, kissing Dustin. It was overpowering, this raw attraction that ran between them, becoming stronger to point of making her breathless. Or was it the way he took possession of her mouth? She’d given him her body and it was as if her mind and spirit wanted to follow.
Except now she was more exposed, more vulnerable, and she was afraid that this would end. Fran was on her way back and what if Dustin couldn’t help but being attracted to her? She needed to see for herself that Fran had no hold on him. Was that even possible? They looked exactly the same, after all. She was torn between wanting to trust Dustin and wanting to protect her heart.
She broke away. Everything was moving so fast. Where had the euphoria gone that held her suspended just seconds ago?
“Claire, if you need anything, you’ve got my number or just come over. Nothing is too small.”
A well of emotion churned inside her. She had to gather her thoughts and assemble at least enough self-control to end this without tears. Step one, let go of him. She released her death grip on his shirt.
“You smell so good.” His words heated her neck.
“I’ll call you as soon as I know what’s going on. Soon, I promise.” She swung around in his arms and smiled, a full toothy grin, realizing there was nothing for her to do but shower and change. All she could do was wait and see what transpired between Dustin and her…and, of course, Fran.
Dustin held her gaze, shook his head, and then pressed a kiss to her lips. He was going to say something but held back. She could see that. He opened the front door and she followed him out on the porch. They walked between the yards, his arm around her.
Up on her porch the rocking chairs creaked, empty and out of synch. The breeze had picked up and the clouds were moving across the sky, no longer white billows but gray cotton candy.
“Looks like we’ll finally get some rain.”
“How long has it been?” She stood barefoot, a good head shorter than him. Only when she mounted a step and turned were they eye-to-eye.
He pulled her into his arms, encircling and pulling her to him. Dustin’s eyes were darker in the pre-storm bluster except when a bolt of lightning flashed. Her chest heaved and thunder boomed, but that’s not what made her quiver. She wanted to pour out the words yet she kept biting them back. Claire pressed her forehead to his, willing that he might understand all that she felt—minus the crazy bleeps of insanity that kept cropping up.
Inside, she tried out the words. She loved him. But they were stuck, super glued to her tongue.
“You better make a run for it.” She smiled.
He patted her rear-end. “Hmm.” He glanced up at the sky and kissed her. He moved his hands over her bottom. He lifted her, scooting her closer to him, leaving no doubt that he was ready for another session of lovemaking. “Imagine what I’d do to you if there wasn’t a storm brewing.”
She gasped. Partially from the impression of his erection pushing into her abdomen and partially because she wondered if he’d picked up on her inner turmoil. “I’ll take a rain check.”
“For sure. Believe it.” He released her and walked down the last two steps.
She blew him a kiss, and when he pretended to catch it, his action reverberated louder within her chest than the thunder crashing around them. Jasper barked, and Dustin waved before he was gone from her sight. The sky was in a state of panic, and she was thankful to blame the weather on the commotion present inside her.
Never mind what she’d read or written. This scene of parting lovers was far from idealistic, not one filled with enchanting uplifting prose, not at least from her point of view. Instead of settled, she was a kite flying way too high, free at last but in the middle of a building storm.
The plant baskets swung on the porch, bumping and swaying. Claire reached up and removed each one, setting them on the cement floor, close enough to the railing to gather rainwater without damage. She wiped her feet on the welcome mat, preparing to cross the threshold, and stopped to admire the power and intense beauty of Mother Nature.
Inside, her phone buzzed. She picked it up and read a message from Fran’s assistant. Her sister’s plane was on time and had just landed. Her body compressed with the force of a bungee jump leap and rebound. She breathed out, relieved in a way that this moment was finally here. She replaced the phone on the entryway table and examined her revelation. This wasn’t the proverbial light coming on. This was more akin to a solar flare. Several shades of her confusion and emotional upheaval were very much related to Fran’s arrival if not their whole unbalanced relationship. No matter what she might tell herself, there’d be no more sweeping issues under the rug. Their issues were now the size of a T-Rex—forget the elephant in the room.
She gazed into the entryway mirror. “Hello, stranger. Welcome home.”
She was ready. Sort of. She still wore her dress from last night. She dashed up the stairs, tearing off her clothes, and jumped into the shower. She changed into jeans, a shirt, and sneakers. In the downstairs hall, she pulled out one of her mother’s rain slickers and opened the front door. Rain fell in fat drops, splattering the driveway, and soon would begin to fall in earnest. She raced down the steps and across the yard. She flung open the gate and ran past Dustin’s Jeep. She pressed the doorbell and half-turned to watch the dance of lighting, far off in the west.
He opened the door and before he could say a word, she began. “I write erotica. You asked me about my plans. I’m quitting my job. It’s a real mess but I’m glad. I want to return to Seattle, pack everything up and come back here to live. I’m ready to try my hand at writing fiction for real. But I’m not going to hide anymore. This is who I am. Claire Robertson and I write hot, steamy sex scenes. I’m one of those writers, and if you’d care to read one of my stories, I’ll share.”
She’d done it. She waited for less than a second as he blinked and her heart pounded. When he smiled, she grinned back—so hard she thought her face might break in two.
“Nice to meet you. I’m Dustin Murray, and I don’t know what the hell I’m doing. Would you like to come in and stay?” He stepped back and opened the door wide. She followed him into the house.
“Seriously, one of my stories is already released. Sort of by mistake. That’s the problem I had to deal with yesterday. I’m more than certain Fran will have some sort of meltdown about it when she finds out. But I don’t care. She can either like it or lump it, and I’m going to set her straight as soon as I see her. She has her life and I have mine.”
At that moment, finally, she owned herself and wanted to share the feeling with him.
“How long have you known that you weren’t going back to Seattle to stay?”
“I’ve been unhappy for a while. Before coming home, I started sending out feelers for other jobs, other positions, and I thought about making the leap to writing fiction full time, but nothing was solid until a couple of moments ago. It was as if this missing connection was restored. All the pieces just seemed to come together.”
“I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t overjoyed that you were coming back. I want us to be together.”
“There’s no reason to keep running. Everything I want is right here.” She kept her eyes level with his. She inhaled. In the midst of a storm, she wanted to find her footing, needed to start fresh. She took a step closer.
Jasper began to bark.
“I think we’ve got company.” He pushed back the curtains peering outside. The rain had lessened into a drizzle. He faced her, his lips pressed into a thin line. “Your sister just arrived.”
A cold, clammy feeling swept over her and settled in the pit of her stomach. “I’d better go.”
“Hey, not so fast.” He closed the gap between their bodies and his mouth slammed down onto her lips. His hands held her by the shoulders and pulled her against him. She twisted his shirt into knots inside her hands. She gave into him and pushed aside all thoughts except his tongue in her mouth. He ended their kiss with a bear hug.
“Mmm.” Her voice was a whisper. “Wish we could bottle that for emergencies.”
“Do you want me walk you back home?” His look of concern made her think.
She chewed the inside of her cheek. “No, I’d better meet Fran alone. I don’t know what her mood might be considering…”
He gently held her apart. “I’m right here if you need a shoulder or a sounding board. And I’m not opposed to kidnapping you if I think you need a break.” He lifted her into a fireman’s carry to prove his point.
She laughed, the blood rushing to her head, and pounded his exceptionally hard rear end.
He set her down. She placed a wet, sloppy kiss on his lips and then opened the door. She longed to tell him what she felt, but the words remained locked away.
“I’ll call you later.” She walked through the door. Dustin went out with her. From his porch they could see a large white SUV parked in the driveway of her home. She inhaled a shaky breath and waved goodbye from the path.
She didn’t know if it was leaving him or facing Fran that made her tremble. Opening the gate between the houses, she heard her sister’s voice growing louder with each step she took toward her front door. She held her umbrella up and the porch came into view. Her sister sat on a rocking chair, her face pinched and flushed as she held gazed at her cell phone.
Her sister’s eyebrows shot up. “Where the hell have you been? I’m wet and tired.”
“What are you doing sitting on the porch?”
“Excuse me. You left the door locked.”
“I did? Sorry.” She scrambled up the steps. She didn’t remember locking the door. “It’s not locked; it just gets stuck. You have to jiggle the handle. See?”
Her sister rolled her eyes. “It wouldn’t open. I wished you’d been here to welcome me. Is that too much to ask?” Fran stormed past her into the house.
Claire followed her into the living room and was about to set the limits right then and there, except Fran started to dab at her eyes. “I need a tissue.”
She went to Fran and hugged her. This time Claire didn’t hold back her own sorrow. Both of them held each other and cried for a long time.


 
 
 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
“How long are you staying?” Claire was carrying in the fourth piece of Fran’s luggage.
“Did you get the travel bag? I think it was in the back seat. I’ve got to check my messages.” Fran rubbed her forehead.
For a second Claire thought she was going to start to cry again. Then Fran pulled a cell phone from her pocket as if dismissing her. Claire’s eyes stung and she turned away. She didn’t have the energy to start a conversation that was bound to push both of them. This wasn’t the right time to set her sister straight. After Fran had time to change and rest, perhaps after dinner they could have a heart-to-heart.
Once outside, Claire scanned Dustin’s yard. His Jeep was gone. He must have left just minutes ago. A twinge of sadness slipped through her chest.
She pulled Fran’s Louie Vuitton satchel from the seat. She ran her fingers along the embossed leather. She reviewed enough magazine publications to know this was the latest trendy set of luggage. Nothing about Fran had changed.
Her sister glowed from a tanning bed and looked as though she didn’t suffer from being stuck at a desk with her trim, toned figure. The modern cut of her hair, her manicure, and her clothes and accessories gave Fran a polished appearance Claire could never possess.
It was hard not to feel dowdy next to Fran’s glittery persona. This was nothing new except the degree and the stakes. How would Dustin react when he had two variations of the same woman? One in shimmering detail and the other a vintage model.
He had to know Fran was hooked up and doing well. Only a fool would hang his dreams on thinking Fran would be available with open arms considering her Manhattan lifestyle. It made sense that he would settle for the sister who was free.
She shook her head. This was ridiculous. She couldn’t let seeing Fran for less than an hour shred her confidence. She marched up the steps and flung open the door. She dropped the case onto the floor with a thud. “We need to talk.”
Fran held up a hand. “Yes, I appreciate your help. Claire’s done a remarkable job but I’m here now. Thanks, Bob. You too. We’ll see you then.”
“We need to talk,” Claire repeated.
“All right. What’s going on? You dropped my luggage.”
Claire came over to the sofa and slunk down. She twisted her fingers. “Look, Fran, I think we need to discuss some things.”
“Yes, I just spoke to Bob. He’s so funny.” Fran’s gaze moved around her face. “Claire, do me a favor. My neck and shoulders are tight as a drum. We can talk while you give me one of those massages you used to do. Please, sis.” Fran’s voice was nearly a whine.
Claire blew out a breath. “Fine, turn around.”
Her sister smiled brilliant white teeth. She lifted her hair and presented her back to Claire. Claire rubbed her hands across her jeans to warm her fingers. She massaged her sister’s neck and shoulders.
“Hold on, your necklace is getting in the way.” She unclasped the chain, and Fran set the necklace on the table.
She pulled her collar down. “Fran when did you get a tattoo?”
Fran laughed. “Well, you said you were getting one, so I thought, why not?”
“But I didn’t end up getting it.”
“No, you chickened out. Didn’t mean I should. Do you like?
“It’s very unusual.” The tattoo was an intricate graphic design, the size of a half-dollar and situated where Fran’s neck and shoulder met. She touched it, and her sister giggled.
“It’s on a spot that when kissed, I swear it sends me over the edge. Better than a road sign. Trust me, it works wonders.”
“Doesn’t your fiancé already know where your soft spots are?” Claire stopped massaging her sister’s back.
“He may, but now I don’t have to tell anyone else either.” Her sister’s deep, throaty laugh sent a chill careening down Claire’s spine.
“Fran, I thought you guys were getting married. When did that change?”
“It hasn’t.” She glanced over her shoulder at Claire. “Don’t sound so high and mighty. He travels. I travel. It gets lonely sometimes and—” Her sister inhaled. “Sex takes the edge off. Helps me relax so I can concentrate. Jesus Christ, don’t be so provincial. I thought you, being on the West Coast, would understand.”
“Being unfaithful isn’t part of some no-fly-morality zone once you enter Pacific Standard Time.” Claire clamped her mouth shut. Unless anyone considered her own erotica imaginings. She had written that one novella about the heroine who enjoyed threesomes. But that was fantasy, far different from an engaged woman having a fling. Her cheeks flamed. Crud, just wait until Fran heard about the erotica she had written and was about to have published. That would be so rich.
“There, that’s all I can offer right now. I’m tired. We still need to decide on what to do with all the stuff in the house. What did Bob say?”
“We’ll meet with him this week. Regarding the house, I’ve a punch list of what I believe is our best course of action. Let’s go from room to room and make notes.”
“Okay. I’ve a list too.”
Fran patted her hand. “Right. Let me change and then we’ll begin. Is there any coffee worth drinking here?”
“The usual.”
“I brought a bag of ground Starbucks. How about you make us some coffee while I dress? It’s in that bag over there. Can you bring it upstairs afterward?”
Fran walked over to the luggage, selected the two smaller cases, and tossed her hair over her shoulder.
Claire’s own neck tightened as if a ratchet was being turned. She reminded herself to take a deep breath and to relax.
 
* * *
 
It took them all afternoon to go through the house. They put colored sticky notes on items using pink to designate items as keepers, blue for those to be donated, and yellow for anything to be tossed.
Claire’s phone vibrated. She read the text from Dustin. Can’t wait to wrap you in my arms and kiss you. ALL OVER. Call me.
She sent him one back. I miss you. With or without clothes? Give me two minutes and MEET ME OUTSIDE.
Fran sidled up to her. “Must be something good from the way you’re smiling.”
“Uh, I’ll be right back. We’ve only got the front hall closet. Can you start without me?”
“I think I’ll be just fine. There’s only a few jackets right?”
“Sounds good.” Claire hardly paid attention to her sister. She left her standing in the den and breezed out the front door wanting to sprint toward Dustin’s house.
He was seated on his front steps. A black T-shirt accentuated the muscles she’d touched last night. Dustin’s face broke into a smile and she couldn’t wait. She ran across his driveway, almost leaping into his open arms. She found his mouth with hers. She kissed him, hungry to taste him, and she pushed her tongue into his mouth. She smoothed her hands over his chest; the curves were hard under her fingers. He framed her face within his hands and held her while he caressed her tongue with his and took command of her mouth.
“God, you taste great. What are you up to?”
Claire relayed her day, focusing on the events, not on her sister. “And you? I came out and you were gone. How’s your day?” The slamming of the gate made them stop and pull apart.
“My, no wonder you weren’t here when I arrived.” Fran chuckled, her hands on her hips. “Just like old times.”
Fran moved as if she were on a catwalk. She’d changed into a jean skirt and tight white shirt. She moved slow and sure and kept her arms at her side. She looked up at something on Dustin’s house. She wasn’t wearing a bra and her breasts jiggled. By the time Fran reached them, her nipples were points pushing through her shirt.
Claire couldn’t bring herself to see if Dustin noticed. She pursed her lips, a zap of jealousy relayed through a closed circuit inside her body. For once she wanted to throttle her sister’s need for attention.
She couldn’t take a breath and froze. Is this how Dustin felt too? He had to feel something. Her throat was a tiny pathway filled with a huge lump growing bigger. Her sister’s gaze fell on Dustin, and her glossy lips curved provocatively. Her sister’s stare traced a line from his face downward and held a point below his waist. Fran’s smiled deepened and she laughed softly.
Claire’s neck and face flamed. She curled her fingers, and only Dustin’s hands on her, gently squeezing, kept her from doing something foolish. Everything was bubbling up inside her. The past hurts, her fears, and the things she’d never said aloud. In one moment she’d gone from heaven, being in Dustin’s arms, to a person who wanted to screech like a banshee and pull out her sister’s Brazilian soft-curl-permed hair.
“Hey, Dustin,” Fran sang out. She came at him with her arms open.
Dustin kept hold of Claire, his arm tightening around her waist, and his hips pushed into her. Fran frowned for a second before she tilted her body, angling her arms and chest against an open space of his torso. This was the worst hug in human history as far as Claire was concerned. It only got worse when Claire moved her hips and came into contact with Dustin’s erection. She moved, unable to comprehend if this was his reaction to being in Fran’s company for minutes, no seconds.
“Fran, I can’t breathe,” she snapped.
“Three’s always been a crowd,” Fran chortled.
Claire didn’t bother to inquire who the third wheel was. It sure as heck wasn’t Dustin and he hadn’t tried to disengage from Fran. Tears welled at the corner of Claire’s eyes. This was all too familiar. Fran’s hadn’t changed and it looked—or felt—as though Dustin hadn’t either.
This was the epitome of torture.
Being held against Dustin with his obvious adoration sprung to life.
She coughed and when his grasp lessened she extracted herself from his grasp. His eyes snapped together with hers. What was that in his expression? Guilt, regret…something potent enough to send another round of must leave here now thoughts skittering around her brain.
“It’s not as bad as I imagined.” Fran glanced around.
Dustin and she remained silent for seconds, and then Claire spoke up “What?”
“Coming back here?” Fran traced her lip with a pink nail. “Looks like you’ve made some changes to the place. How are your parents doing, Dustin?” Even the way her sister said his name brought back a rash of unwelcomed memories. She didn’t just say his name. She acted as if she tasted each letter.
Claire realized Dustin hadn’t spoken a word. Not one. He’d been asked a direct question. Her ears pricked. Was he in shock, awe, or wishing so hard she’d disappear he couldn’t muster a thought?
“They’re fine.” His voice was hoarse and forced, and it reminded her of the way he spoke to her last night in the park.
She’d had enough and her temper flared. “Are you ready to finish? I don’t want to continue working all night.”
“Why, do you have a hot date?” Fran’s gaze flicked, if not licked, up and down Dustin and ended with single winged brow. It was her smirk that was too much.
The gloves were about to come off. Claire stepped closer to her sister and she lowered her voice. “Let’s go finish what we started. Okay?”
Dustin grazed Claire’s neck with his fingers and trailed them down her back.
Fran’s eyes narrowed and she shifted on her high-heeled feet. “Fine. How about we invite Dustin to dinner. Catch up on old times. Make some new memories. Wish we still had that porch swing. I see you’ve still got yours.”
Dustin moved against Claire, his hands turned her body. “What are your plans tonight?”
“Not much else to do. Dinner and then I’ve no idea.”
“Call me when you’re through. I’ll be here or in the barn.” He smiled his cocked-head-heated-stare-grin and the metal band around her chest eased. She inhaled and smiled even though her lips trembled. Dustin raised his gaze. “Thanks but you both need to catch up. Sorry about your parents. I’ll see you around Fran.”
His body tensed under Claire’s hands. She didn’t understand what was going on, and the space was filled with enough tension to cut and serve like a glazed Bundt cake.
“Remember, I know where you live.” He brushed his mouth against her cheek, tracing a line directly to her mouth. “I will find you.”


 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
After dinner, Claire’s phone buzzed. She was a tangled mess of nerves. She’d promised herself that tonight she’d not dissolve into a shrieking fit. She’d never lost her cool with Fran and wasn’t about to give her sister the upper hand that easily.
Fran and she skirted around discussing anything important. They’d decided to begin upstairs and were inside their old bedroom, Fran sitting on the floor in a pile of memorabilia from her closet, her hair caught up in a ponytail, holding out their senior yearbook. “Do you want—”
As Claire’s phone rang, Fran’s face changed from a smile into a concentrated stare. Her tingle of anticipation stopped when Claire noticed it wasn’t Dustin calling.
“Hold on, it’s my boss. Excuse me.”
She didn’t want to share this conversation if it included more demands on her new writing. Mike had already sent her several emails acting as negotiator between upstairs and her.
“Hey, Claire Bear, how’s it going? You okay considering?”
“Yes. My sister’s here. What’s up?”
“I’m sending you a contract. Nothing unusual. I need your signature.”
“You don’t mind if I take my time and read this one carefully?”
He snorted. “Take all the time you need through tomorrow. It’s standard in the business. Off the record, you should think about an agent. I’ve known you for a couple of years and you more than likely will need someone to protect your interests.”
“You don’t think I can stand up for myself?” Even Mike thought she didn’t have a spine. What type of reputation did she have?
“No… You’re just, I don’t know. A pleaser. It’s not a bad thing. Far from it. Being kind and generous is  nice.”
“Nice? Why doesn’t that sound like a compliment?”
“It’s not the point and just an idea. I’ve got a list of names. I’ll email them to you. I want to set up an interview as well. From this point on, Kevin James’s office will be your contact for your fiction. You’ve been assigned an editorial assistant. I’m still your editor as long as you still want to remain in your position at Ethos. Any thoughts on a change?”
“Might be. How soon do you need to know?”
“I’ve got some interns that might be interested. They’re here now but come fall, I’d rather snag one than have to start interviewing.”
“Good to know I’m irreplaceable.” Why did she say that to him? She didn’t want him to think she was hung up by a one-night mistake with him. “I’ll let you know by the end of the week or sooner.”
 
* * *
 
“Here.” Claire held out a neat stack of paper. “I want you to read this. Right now.”
Fran gazed up from the floor. “More legal documents from Bob?”
“No. This is a sample of what I write.”
“You don’t need to feel like we’re in some competition.” Fran gestured to her box of trophies and awards.
“Stop. This has nothing to do with us. This is my personal writing, and it’s about to be published. A book. This is an excerpt. I just received the contract. There’s fresh coffee downstairs. This isn’t the whole manuscript.”
“Am I going to need to Google terms and references? Your writing has always been a little out there.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Those essays in high school and college?”
“You read those?”
Fran shrugged. “Some. Most I didn’t understand. I majored in finance and business not obscure literature. Don’t look shocked. I can’t imagine you’d do well with the reports I deal in.”
“I’m not shocked that we operate in different worlds.” She was taken back that her sister would admit she didn’t understand. Or was she just making an excuse for not trying to understand? She rolled her eyes and then noticed her sister was reading the first page.
Fran’s eyes were rapidly moving from one side of the paper before returning again and again. The theme wasn’t a mystery to either of them. Hot vibrant sex. Gorgeous hero, sexy heroine. If Fran was confused about her writing, she’d not be after tonight.
“This is your writing or you’re editing this?” Her sister’s cheeks were bright pink.
“I wrote every word.”
“And this is going to be published?”
“Yes.”
“I can’t believe you. Have you thought this through? I mean, my God. You’ve always acted so holier than thou and then to think this is what rolls around your head. Do you do things like this in Seattle?”
“Do you think a horror fiction writer goes around killing people? It’s called an imagination.”
“Well, I just don’t know.” Fran pulled the neck of her shirt upward. She wrapped her arms around her stomach and sat up. All of a sudden, her sister looked very much as though she were holier than thou even with her tattoo peeking over her shoulder.
Fran finished reading, and this time her face was crimson. “Who do you base the woman on? Is it me?”
Claire’s hands shot to her forehead without thinking. She pressed her eyebrows, smoothing the skin. She laughed one short exhalation. “No. Of course not.”
“I think the story reminds me of Dustin as well. The build of the man, the things he says…especially the things he does.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Nothing. It doesn’t matter. I hope you’re happy. I don’t know if anyone reads things like this. I thought you were interested in a literary career. Highbrow literary salons sipping espresso. You and your nerdy friends at Pike Place Market. Are you doing this because of Mom and Dad?”
“I’m doing this because it’s my dream. I love to write romance that’s hot and steamy and passionate. This type of writing is popular and is expanding. I’m proud of these stories. This is who I am. I’m making changes, moving back. We can keep living the same way we have, separated, but it won’t be by geographic miles, it’ll be because you can’t accept me for who I am.”
“You throw this at me and expect me to understand why you’ve suddenly decided to change your whole life. It’s only normal that I’ve got questions.”
“I get that. I don’t get your attitude. All you need to know is that I’m not asking for your blessing. I don’t need your approval.”
“Well, you just might, if you want your part of the inheritance. I can contest the will, you know.”
Claire stared at her sister, speechless. She stood over Fran, shaking and struggling for composure. “Are you threatening me?”
“I’m not going to let you throw your life away on some silly whim. I’m not going to do anything about the will if you promise me to think this through. What do you imagine you’ll do? Stop working and just write? You’re too young to fall off the grid.”
“This sounds like your issue. I’m not the one with the downtown lifestyle. Don’t make me out to be some bum. If you want to work sixty-hour power weeks, fine. Go ahead. I want to write. I’m not discussing this anymore. Not tonight. Thanks for reading my work and letting me know what you think.” She bent down and snatched her writing. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”
“Where are you going? It’s late.”
“Where do you think?”
Her sister’s eyes widened and for a second she thought she was going to say something. Something very mean. To her credit, Fran didn’t say a word, but Claire could imagine the wheels were spinning inside her sister’s head. This wasn’t over. Not by a long shot.
 
* * *
 
Claire didn’t stop until she stood in front of Dustin’s door, ringing the bell. Jasper barked inside, footsteps grew louder, and the door opened.
“I was just thinking about you.” He pulled her inside.
Her heart skipped a beat, several beats. He was freshly showered and clean-shaven. She inhaled his scent—it was pure bliss. She inhaled again, decompressing and letting go of her frustration and anger.
“You smell incredible.” Claire imagined having his scent on her skin. All she wanted was to fall into his arms and close her eyes.
His lips against her mouth infused her with red-hot desire. The feel of him was delicious. She didn’t want to think about her sister. She reached out and lifted his shirt, running her hands over his warm, muscular cuts and grooves. His hands were at her zipper. They didn’t need to speak. Off came her sandals. She shimmied out of her pants and pulled off her shirt. She came back at him, unzipping his pants. She grazed his short curling hair with her fingertips.
“Commando?” She dipped her fingers lower.
“I was hoping for a visitor tonight?” He inhaled sharply. She tightened her fingers over his erection.
He kicked off his shoes and stepped free of his jeans. His hands pushed the satin straps down from her shoulders. He unhooked her bra, and she let it drop to the floor. They stood with a heap of clothes at their feet. She shivered yet was warmed as he cupped the under swell of her breasts. His erection bumped against her abdomen. The sensual feel of him grazing her skin made her grow moist. She wanted him buried inside her and at the same time wanted to feel his mouth sucking her hard.
“Do you know what I want?” She stroked his cock up and down.
“Tell me.”
“I want you to kiss my face. I’ll close my eyes so you can sweep your tongue over my lids, your breath a caress. I want you to leave a trail of bites and kisses down my neck. You’ll stop and suck the same spot you did the last time as your hands squeeze my breasts.” She touched her neck showing him. He nodded mutely, his lips parted.
“You’ll keep kissing my skin, making love to my body with your mouth. Suckle each breast and nipple until you’re dripping. I want to taste you before you bind yourself in a condom. I want to suck you as your tongue is between my legs. You’ll suck me hard and push your tongue inside me. I want us almost to come together and then we’ll stop. Can we do that tonight?” She wanted to repeat last night, lose herself in him, not think about tomorrow.
“My God, yes.” He pulled her toward the stairs. “Wait.” He bent down in front of her and removed her panties and tossed them into the pile of their clothes. “Just so we know where to find them.”
His words were heated on her skin. She ran her fingers through his hair as he knelt before her. He pressed his mouth on her navel and tongued her. His mouth moved over her abdomen, his tongue swirling filigree designs across her flesh, teasing and tormenting her. She grew wet between her legs. He blew a mouthful of air at her sex and she closed her eyes, a chill shaking her body. She wanted to fuck him right here and now. Never had she felt like this, where nothing else in the world mattered except fulfilling her desire.
“Dustin, I—” He buried his mouth against her and darted his tongue into her cleft. She whimpered.
He stood and picked her up, taking several steps at a time. Inside his bedroom, he spread her on the bed. He lit several candles around the room. He came back to her, his erection stood straight up, ruddy with a drop of moisture glistening at the tip.
“This is where I want you.” She licked her lips and touched herself, showing him the swollen bud that waited for his mouth. His gaze followed the movement of her fingers and he came down on the bed next to her.
He brushed her hair off her face. “Close your eyes.”
Just as she asked, he swept his lips and tongue over and around her face. He sucked her lips, at a time. She reached out to him, her hands memorizing his body, the texture of his skin. His mouth found the pulse point on her neck and when he sucked, bright lights flashed behind her eyes, starbursts of color, and she cried out. His hands were on her breasts, plucking her nipples. His mouth followed and she moved her hands down her own body.
“No. I’m going to bring you to edge. You’ve got your own work to do.”
She opened her eyes. Her body was on fire. She was going to explode, absolutely, finally a complete obliteration if he didn’t take her. She stroked him again. The skin along his shaft was soft yet firm, like a rose petal-encased steel rod.
He changed position, moving toward her thighs, reclining on the side of her, his hands spreading her legs. She faced his rock-hard cock, too beautiful simply to stare at, and she took hold of him, stroking and guiding the plump crown across her lips. She teased him with the tip of her tongue.
He used his mouth and tongue again like a paintbrush covering her body. Each time he stopped to suck or bite her skin, she inhaled sharply. He traced the outline of her pussy, teasing her, and she shifted her body trying to get him to touch her intimately.
Desire spurred her to push him toward the brink of where she teetered. She held him at the base of his shaft and swiped her tongue along the ridge of his crown, mindful of stroking the sensitive underside. She swirled zigzag designs traveling up and down the length of him. She imagined he was a sumptuous Italian ice and she didn’t want to miss one drop.
His low groan turned menacing. “Take me in your mouth. Stop teasing me.”
“Ah.” She smiled. “You first. Do me.” She wet her finger and rubbed along the tight skin under the tip of his cock. She inhaled his aroma of musk and cologne. Her mouth salivated and between her legs she was engorged with need for him. She didn’t know if she wanted to suck him or fuck him more. Her mouth won out. She latched onto his crown and tasted him. Salty and tangy on her tongue.
He separated her folds with his fingers and his tongue eased between her slit. She arched and moved herself against his mouth. He clamped his hand onto her hips. He pushed her back against the bed and sucked her, his mouth doing things she’d not even imagined writing.
Claire wasn’t going to let him go unrewarded. She tongued him and alternated between rapidly swallowing his cock to slow dancing licks followed by suckling his crown with her lips. She was near to climaxing with him in her mouth. But she wanted more.
“You win. Please, Dustin.”
He laughed against her, into her, toying with her. He played with her clit with his tongue, sucked her rhythmically, fucking the hell out of her mind. He finally thrust his tongue in and out until she rained down into his mouth. She quivered, her hips flexed. She was unleashing into his mouth.
“Baby, give it to me.” He kept his mouth on her sex, lapping her as if she was the most delicious treat until she relaxed from her orgasm.
He moved and tore open a small plastic pouch. “I’ve got to get inside you.”
There was no holding him back. He was between her legs, belly to belly, and then his cock was inside her. Her legs were over his shoulders and he pumped himself, slamming against her bottom with the force of a wrecking ball. He thrust so deep he made her gasp, and then he did it again. He kept going in and out of her body, his mouth on hers, and his hands on her legs. His raw power overwhelmed her into a second orgasm, and she cried out his name.
“Claire.” He yelled out her name as if in response.
She loved the look of rapture on his face. Again and again with each thrust, his body shuddered and he groaned. He kissed the inside of her knees and unfurled her legs from his shoulders. He gave one last groan of pleasure. He settled over her body, tunneling his arms under shoulders. Both of them spent and laying still in each other’s arms.
“Stay with me tonight.”
“Yes.” She nuzzled and kissed him, melting once more under his smoldering mouth.
He moaned. He was so beautiful. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders tighter, her breasts pushed up against him, and a rugged rasp released deep inside his chest.


 
 
 
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
Dustin woke after Claire. A light shone in the bathroom, its glow slipping out under the closed door. He was surprised they’d slept right through the night. He stretched and felt around. Her spot was still warm on the bed. He punched the pillows against the headboard, eagerly waiting for her to come out of the bathroom. The door opened and her eyes widened seeing him sitting up in bed. He could see them doing this for the next fifty or sixty years. If she agreed. How many days was he supposed to wait when his mind was already made up?
He watched her, delighting in the sway of her hips and breasts. She wasn’t leaving Mill Spring. She said she was staying. So far they’d spent two nights together. A muscle ticked along his face and he softened the clenched lock of his jaws. He scrubbed a hand over his cheek.
“What are you thinking, Mr. Murray?” She lifted the sheet.
“Come over here and I’ll show you, baby.”
Dustin nuzzled her neck. “I can’t believe you’re in my house and bed, twice in a row.” Her mouth was hot on his skin. Each kiss and nip sent a flame of fire from the point of contact straight to his groin.
He dragged his tongue slowly down to the tip of her breast. This was heaven. Every room in this house had been remodeled with her in the back of his mind, always weighing the possibility of her being the one to be pleased. “Did you like the bathroom?”
“Your house is amazing. Just like you.”
“Can I show you something?” He rose off the bed and held out his hand. He took her back into the bathroom and opened the inner door. An array of lights turned on. He dimmed them—the skylight allowed the morning sunlight into the room and it reflected brightly off the mirrors.
Inside, she moved from the double shower to the large Jacuzzi tub, and opened the sauna door. There were plants, shelves with lotions, soaps, gels, sponges, whatever he could find that reminded him of her. “I went out yesterday and stocked up.”
She picked up a bottle of peppermint hemp soap. “You remembered.”
“Yep. Those summers we’d go to the creek to wash off the mud. Every time I smell that stuff I think of you. If you don’t like it anymore, tell me what you want. After last night, I’m all ears to hear about what you desire.”
“How about a shower?”
He couldn’t stop the grin spreading across his face. He flipped on both showerheads and steam billowed out. The shower was deep enough to be open without doors or curtains. He followed her inside what felt like a rain shower. Their damp skin slid together, the sensual touch bringing his cock up to a salute. He opened the soap and poured a stream into his hand.
“Turn around.” He glided his hand down her belly and up, forming trails of bubbles in lazy patterns over her skin. He covered her breasts with foam and rubbed her shoulders on down to her hands, entwining his fingers with hers. He pushed his cock between her ass cheeks. His cock thrust between her legs as he pivoted his hips, intending to tease her.
“Oh, this feels so damn good.” She pressed back against his torso, letting him slide between her thighs. He gazed down at the two dimples showing above the plump firm globes of her bottom and exhaled at the thought of the things he could do to make her scream. She unleashed their hands and positioned his cock to rub higher against her. She rode him, holding on to the wall. He didn’t enter her but used his stiff rod to pleasure her.
She glanced over her shoulder. “Is this a one-person party?”
“Not if you’re inviting.”
He positioned himself at her opening. Their bodies were wet and slippery. “Hold on to the ledge.”
He drove into her a little at a time until he couldn’t stand it and thrust himself home. Inside she was warm, wet, and her muscles clenched around him in a tight grip. He pulled back and plunged back into her. He had no intension of coming inside her. Not without a condom. A few strokes and that was it. He slammed and swept back. She moaned and he slammed again. Electrical pulses crept up his spine and he had to stop and pull out.
“Sorry, baby. If I keep going I’m going to come.” He bent over her and stroked her clit. She straightened and took hold of his cock. She pumped him as he stroked between her legs. A groan escaped his lips and then the feeling of sweet euphoric haze overtook him and he came in two bursts. He thrust his fingers inside her and held her against him, pumping into her as if it were his cock deep inside her. She shuddered and moaned and closed her eyes. He watched the expressions that swept over her face. He held her next to him and moved her into the stream of hot water.
He washed her hair. A fantasy he’d held for so long, wanting to touch and wrap his hands with her silky tresses. She turned around in his arms and ran her soapy hands up and over his body. She made sexy sounds in the back of her throat. He explored every part of her body, not an inch remained undiscovered. They remained inside the shower well past wrinkled-finger stage.
“I think we’re both clean.” She wreathed her arms around his neck.
He picked her up by wrapping his arms around her waist. He kissed her slowly, lingering and making their kiss last. He set her down outside the shower and held a towel open for her. He wrapped her inside the terrycloth material and spanked her bottom.
“Coffee?”
“Just like before?”
“Better.”
 
* * *
 
Claire tried not to sound as if she were complaining about Fran. But with each of her answers to Dustin’s questions, his face grew darker and more closed. A muscle pulsed at the side of his face making her weary of what he might ask next.
“I think my writing just unnerved her.”
He picked up the pages she’d printed for him to read. “What you write is very passionate. I’d be willing to read every word you’ve ever written.”
“So you’re not put off by this type of fiction?”
“Turned on is more like it.” He drew her hand to his crotch and the very hard erection that was waiting. “Very turned on.” He lifted her hand and brushed his lips across her knuckles.
“I don’t know. She might force me to use a pen name.”
He chuckled. “A pen name? Is that her idea?”
“No, but she said she’d contest the will.”
The plates he carried came down onto the counter in a crash. His voice took on a dangerous tone, low and eerie. “She what?” He formed his lips into a thin grimace as he wiped his hands on a kitchen towel. “She threatened you?”
“Not exactly. Just made it seem as though I shouldn’t be thinking of limiting my career.”
He closed his eyes and inhaled. “I know you don’t want me butting into your affairs with your sister. But if you need me, please let me help. I know more people than you can imagine.” He walked over to her, lifting her chin. “I’m serious. Don’t let anyone bully you.”
“I can stand up for myself.” She sat back and crossed her arms. “Why does everyone think that I’m such a lightweight?”
He studied her, silently brooding, and kept his mouth shut. She didn’t know if he thought she was a “pleaser” as Mike and Fran believed. This was the last straw. “I can take care of myself.”
“Hey, I’m not going to let what goes on between you and your sister interfere with us. It didn’t work before, got me nailed a few days ago, and right now you’re upset. All I’m asking is if you need to talk, I’m here. Do you understand? I love…your writing.”
“Thank you, it really means a lot to hear someone express an opinion that doesn’t have to do with their own bottom line.”
His lips quirked sensually. “Well, I’m not that innocent. Let’s just say it’s not my bottom line that responded.” Dustin rubbed his hand down the large bulge behind the zipper of his jeans. “Baby, your writing, your body, just being next to you drives me crazy. You intrigue and entice me.”
 
* * *
 
A walk between the houses early in the morning was nothing new. Claire had done it for years. She was thrilled being with Dustin, but her joy was edged in sorrow, confusion, and an underlying bitterness that seemed to define her relationship with Fran.
She opened the front door and smelled coffee. She slipped off her shoes and went into the kitchen. Fran was seated at the dining room table. “Wi-Fi still hasn’t ventured this far.”
“You can use your phone if you’re lucky, but for not for large files.”
“So, are you and Dustin just enjoying a roll in the sheets or is this something more permanent?”
Claire stalled. Dustin and she had hemmed and hawed about the future. She believed they both wanted to be together but that was as far as they’d gotten. That didn’t seem like a way to determine what type of relationship they had other than physical and something fueled if not driven by their past. They needed to talk.
Somehow discussing this with Fran bordered on conspiring with the enemy. This whole conversation felt déjà vu and not comforting in the least. She wanted to tell Fran to mind her own business, yet after last night if they had another point of contention, Claire feared they’d have a big meltdown without their parents to intervene. This was new territory and she, at least, understood that pushing the boundaries could end up tearing them apart. That type of renting might never get repaired. Not only would she lose her parents, she’d lose Fran. For all her sister’s outlandish neediness, she was still her twin.
“We haven’t discussed it.” Claire looked at her sister steadily. “I’ve only been back for a couple of days.”
“And you both haven’t reconnected before this time?”
“No. You know that. I would have told you.”
“Everyone has secrets.” Fran smiled oddly. “Is this a rebound thing? You just decided to go after him after all these years?”
“I didn’t chase him and wrestle him to the ground. He was a willing partner.”
“I didn’t mean that he was having sympathy sex with you. I simply wondered if you were thinking with your head or maybe if this is how you get material for your writing.”
Claire griped the back of the chair. “Really, this is too low for even you. Do you ever think before you speak or is it your intent to hurt?”
“If you’re going to be this thin-skinned how will you ever stand book reviews?”
“I have to go into town. Do you need anything?”
“No, thank you. I went this morning while you were having fun.”
She didn’t want to spend another moment in her sister’s company. She stormed out of the room. She took her purse and slipped on her shoes. She needed to download the contract. A drive into town would be a welcomed relief.
 
* * *
 
Thank goodness that same clerk wasn’t around. Claire relaxed after taking one look at the older woman behind the counter. She sat at the computer monitor and actually read her emails, answered messages, and downloaded not only the contract but several other documents that she’d received. Some was research, others were sympathy messages, and one was even a request for a manuscript read from an agent referral from Mike.
She stacked her papers and went through everything, collating and stapling. She relaxed doing simple office tasks. Cleaning her desk drawers, filing, and even sorting paperwork always settled her mind. It worked as well as yoga and Tai Chi. She’d call Fran to see if she wanted anything from the store. She opened her purse to grab her wallet and noticed she’d forgotten her cell phone.
Claire stopped at the grocery, picked up a couple of items and headed home in less than a couple of hours. After lunch she could contemplate what to do with Fran. Claire sighed. She’d give her sister another chance. She always did.
She entered the house and it was quiet. “Fran?” she called out.
The rooms were empty. Fran wasn’t one to linger outside yet she might have started to tackle sorting the barn items. Claire entered into the cool musty barn. No Fran and no sticky notes. From behind the house, she meandered between her mother’s herb and vegetable garden plots and grapevines. She edged over to the fence and heard voices.
The loud hammering of her heart hampered discerning what was said other than Fran’s voice rose and fell followed by Dustin’s. Jasper was outside the barn holding a ball. She went through the back gate. The dog didn’t bark but came over the dropped his ball at her feet. She picked up the ball and lobbed it off across the yard. He came back and she held the ball unable to believe her sister was here in Dustin’s barn. Claire stopped just short of the barn entrance.
“You always were a tease. I can’t believe you think I’m interested in you.”
“Don’t be such a poor sport. What the hell is wrong with you? It’s not like either of us are married.”
“I’m not interested in you. You’re only doing this to upset Claire. I thought you were engaged?”
“You and I both know nothing ever gets in our way. You might play the hero for my sister, but really I’m the type of woman who can handle you. Claire isn’t up to the task. Not then and not now. Let me show what a real woman can do for you. You don’t have to act like you don’t want some of this. C’mon, I saw your eyes the other night. Stop using your eyes and gimme some of your mouth.”
“I swear—”
Claire stepped into the open doorway. She let go of the ball she hadn’t even realized she still held in her hands. She caught Fran’s profile and the fact that her sister’s breasts were exposed. Fran had been smiling, threading her hands through her hair in a way that Claire had seen hundreds of times. It reminded her of someone petting a long-haired lap dog the way she kept moving her hand over the blond mass. Her sister wore a skimpy shirt and skirt. This was pretty much her sister’s mode of operation whenever she was out to snag a man. Fran faced her before pulling down her shirt.
Dustin was standing not more than a foot away from Fran. His hands had been less than twelve inches from her sister’s cleavage. His back was against his workbench and Fran let her hand drop onto Dustin’s arm. He flinched away.
“Back off, Fran.”
“Oh my, Claire. I’m so sorry you had to see this. Some things never change.”
“Stop this, Fran. Get the hell away from me.” Dustin finally pushed past her, swearing. “You’re seriously screwed up. Claire, please. This isn’t what it looks like. I swear.”
Fran laughed, a toxic trill of mocking jubilation. Claire’s fingers shook. She took a step back, her hands thrust out in front of her. “Both of you, stop. It was foolish to think that any of us had changed. Foolish to believe for a second.”
Her thoughts were jumbled. She only knew she needed to leave. She retraced her steps, blinded by tears and anger and hurt.
She tried to breathe. Her lungs had shrunk; something was wrong. She couldn’t swallow. She reached the fence, pulled the latch, it wouldn’t budge. She sobbed and wiped her eyes. She pushed again and then realized she needed to push and lift simultaneously.
Footsteps were behind her, Dustin’s hands on her shoulders. “Don’t run away. Please. I’m begging. She’s doing the same thing.”
“You weren’t anywhere near leaving until I came through the door. Not before. Not before. It’s me who’s making you do things you don’t want to do. Just admit what you want. I’ll be fine. Stop thinking you have to take care of me. I don’t need your help anymore.”
“For Christ’s sake. Stop. She’s crazy. I’m not interested in her.”
Fran approached them, humming, her voice becoming louder.
“No, I’m not going to stand here another minute and listen to this. God dammit, Dustin, get your hands off me.” She swung her arms and pushed against him with adrenaline-doused fury. He stumbled back but not enough to lose his balance.
“Please. Just listen to me.” He showed her his palms, shaking his head.
“Let her go, Dustin. She doesn’t want you. Come to think of it, I don’t want you. Why don’t you just let us be? Being buddies like the old days, well that’s not working out, is it?”
Claire didn’t know where she wanted to go, but she’d not go back inside with Fran. She didn’t have a choice though unless she wanted to travel on foot. She went inside, looped her fingers into her purse straps, and flew by Fran without making eye contact. She stopped at the doorway and whirled around.
“I feel sorry for you, Fran. You’re pathetic. Don’t think I’m so stupid not to know what you did years ago and what you did today. I don’t blame Dustin, if that’s what you think. I don’t blame you. It’s me. I should have set you straight when we were kids. Just because you were born seven minutes ahead of me, you think you’re superior. Guess again. I’m not the one sleeping around. For everything you have, you’re miserable. Go back to New York. We’re done. No more.”
“Shut up, little sister. I may sleep around but at least I’ve got real lovers. You live through me. I’ve just given you enough fodder for your next novel. You’re scared. That’s why you write. You wish you could be me. I don’t hide in front of a computer. I’m the fucking heroine in your next book.”
“Only if I was writing about a dysfunctional family with a wacko back-stabbing sister. Only then. One day you’ll push me too far and then we’ll see how this ends.” Claire took a couple of steps toward her sister. Fran’s eyes widened. Claire stopped and then turned. She wasn’t going to listen to anything more.
She walked out the door and down the porch steps. She pulled open the car door, gunned the engine, and floored the gas pedal, nearly bashing into Fran’s SUV. She sped out the driveway. There was only one place she could go. She drove without thinking, hardly recollecting how she arrived at Sugar Man’s Creek.
Once parked, she sat for a long time. This desolate stretch fed the lake. She cried herself past the stage of anger, past hurt, and huddled inside the car numb and drained. Her head throbbed from an awful headache. Not migraine material but darn close.
She didn’t have any painkillers and doubted she cared enough to do more than sit and stare. She replayed the scene a thousand times. Each time she rehashed it, Dustin seemed to be positioned closer to Fran and more interested in her sister’s body. She imagined what his expression might have been last night when Fran had sauntered over, testing the waters. All Fran’s little questions were nothing more than a questionnaire to help her decide if interfering was worth her effort. Claire inhaled a breath that felt like a serrated knife in her chest, straight to her heart. The pain was only outdone by the backstabbing delivered by her own twin flesh and blood.
She pressed her fingers to her eyes, tried to stop the endless tears from flowing. She gazed at her wet fingers. She and Fran were lookalikes, but only in the flesh, nothing else. She closed her eyes, giving into exhaustion.
The first thing she noticed when she opened her eyes was a swarm of buzzing insects pelting her windshield. An owl hooted nearby. Crickets chirped and frogs croaked. The country symphony was in full swing. How much time had passed? It was dark and a summer breeze entered from the open window, lifting her hair. She was hot and sticky inside the car. Her temples pounded and she had a crick in her neck. She tried to sit up and rested her head back against the seat. She inhaled, focusing on a slow measured filling of her lungs with air. She held onto the breath trying to use up all the oxygen it contained, even when the burning in her lungs begged for release, and then she did, not all at once, but little-by-little letting the used air slip away.
She wondered if it was cooler by the water. June wasn’t the hottest month, but tonight was warmer than most. She opened the car door and immediately the stifling feeling abated. The water lapped against the shore, calling to her. Claire wandered down toward the water following a worn footpath.
This part of the park was always deserted. She had come here so often as a child she could navigate around the entire place with her eyes closed. Up ahead there were tall cattails that barely swayed in the breeze. How often had she and Dustin swum out from the point right in front of her?
She didn’t want to think about him but could focus upon nothing else. She walked toward the water, forcing herself to count the streaks of light reflecting off the gray-black surface. She looked upward and gazed at the moon rising over the horizon, taking a few more steps to see where it would reflect in the water.
Suddenly a biting pain gripped her ankle, tearing up her leg. She exhaled a frightened breath. Without touching the metal that wrapped around her leg, she knew she’d stepped into an animal trap.
No matter how she moved or didn’t move, the pain assaulted her, kept her attention, and she tried to think how she could extract her ankle. Claire knelt, difficult to do on one leg. Any pressure she put on her trapped ankle caused the tearing jaws to bear down further into her flesh, past her skin, down to the bone. She ended up nearly toppling over trying to use her arms to take her weight and not having enough strength to keep balanced.
She touched her swollen ankle and felt sticky liquid. She lifted her fingers into a ray of moonlight and confirmed it was blood, as if she needed to see what scented the air with iron. Why the hell had someone set up a trap here? Right beside the path? She gazed at the grassy ground littered with leaves and small twigs, pebbles and stones. She couldn’t spot a stick or rock or anything she could use to pry open the jaws of the trap.
No matter how she pressed and pulled, the steel jaws opened an inch, and she could only hold the pair off her ankle for minutes at a time. Each time she released the jaws, she bit back a scream of pain. She began to cry out of frustration and desperation. Once she’d loved this part of the park for being so unpopulated; tonight it was a place where she was alone and without help.
Bowing her head, Claire hugged her knees and remained perfectly still. As long as she didn’t move, she could maintain. She tried to count backward from a thousand and then did it again by even numbers. She grew fuzzy with the odds and drifted in and out of sleep. Her ankle swelled around the jaws.
Her mouth was so dry. Her lips were chapped, and she couldn’t imagine being here during the day. No, she mustn’t imagine being trapped in the hot summer sun. Soon she would be back home and drinking a large glass of ice water. No, a glass of orange juice where she’d sip and crunch the ice. She imagined the sweet taste and cold beading on the glass.
The imaginary beverage only made her thirstier.
She held back from imagining and thought of nothing for long moments. She drifted off again and then woke. Startled she looked around, her heart beating rapidly, her leg aching. Dew covered the grass. The metal biting into her ankle was cold against her skin.
Weary from pain and fear, she was too tired to keep a strong guard on her imagination and she returned to thinking of Dustin. She sought comfort in his embrace and wept thinking about what it was like to know love in his arms and in his bed. She knew she shouldn’t cry again, but she couldn’t stop herself weeping big wet tears.


 
 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
Dustin paced in front of the window. Every few minutes he walked out onto his porch and stood staring at the road as if wishing would bring Claire back. He swore at his stupidity. He had been wrong, so fucking wrong. That stupid gate. He should have kept Claire with him and locked it. He should have gotten a guard dog and alarms for unwelcomed intruders.
Instead he let Fran do exactly what he knew she’d do. He could blame the gate but it was his own stupidity that had ruined everything. He’d lost Claire because he was so fucking lame.
When waiting and watching became unbearable he started calling. He texted her, called her phone, texted again, went inside and emailed her. He came outside and watched some more, hoping to see dust flying up into the air signaling someone was coming down the road. Not even the breeze conceded to lift the dirt.
It was hotter than hell. He sweated buckets pacing and praying. He vacillated between thinking she wasn’t coming back to thinking he was upset with her because she didn’t believe him.
He held onto the front porch railing and studied the sky. Where would she go? When they were children she’d take off on her horse. When they were older with cars…
He grabbed his keys and revved the motor in his Jeep. His tires squealed, sending gravel in all directions. The breeze chilled his sweat-drenched shirt. He headed down the back roads, driving without regard for his life; he sure as hell hoped everyone else was watching out for theirs. He pulled into the parking lot for the lake and Claire’s car wasn’t there. His heart fell. Just a few nights ago, she’d tempted him past sanity into a fantasy world right there. Where was she now?
He slowed his car. She might go to their old hideout. Down the utility road, he floored it toward a spot they had frequented before things had gotten so complicated. This was the place where he’d learned to make her blush and catch her breath. He’d also learned that his heart had a mind of its own when she smiled at him. This was the place where he’d lost his heart to her. And never once, ever, had he wanted it back.
“Jesus Christ.” Her car was there. He mouthed a prayer of thanks.
He couldn’t think what he’d say. Beg, plead, demand. Shit, he didn’t have a clue. He pulled up beside her car but there was no one inside. The windows were rolled down. She might be somewhere by the shore.
Hadn’t they walked many nights down there by the water’s edge? He got out of his Jeep and scanned the shore. It was dark and he didn’t see a soul. He exhaled and a nagging chill slithered up along his spine.
He cupped his hands and shouted. “Claire!”
“Dustin?” His heart hammered. It was Claire’s voice. Faint. Or his imagination. Why couldn’t he see her?
“Claire, where are you?”
“Dustin, I’m…here…Dustin.”
Sweet Mary, his blood froze. “I’m walking down to the shore. I don’t see you.” And then he did. Her hair reflected the moonlight. She wasn’t standing but was seated. He ran down the path, picking up speed, nearing her. She reached out to him. Why didn’t she stand?
“What’s wrong?”
“My ankle.”
He didn’t need to be told twice. He saw the chain and then he was down next to her on the ground. The trap was spring loaded and more than likely set for beavers. If he lost his grip, it would slam back against her leg, biting deeper into flesh and bone.
“This is what we’re going to do. I’m going to open the trap. You’ll need to use your hands to lift your leg up and out. Get all your body parts away. People have been known to get one part out only to have another part caught. We’ll do this on three. Lift when I say go. Are you ready?”
“Yes. On go.”
“One. Two. Three.” He pried the jaws open and placed his fingers between the tines. If he lost his grip his hands would take the bite. “Claire, lift your leg. Now, baby, go.”
She gasped. Claire moved her ankle beyond the trap. Dustin eased his fingers from between the razor-sharp tines. When he was sure Claire was far enough away from the trap, he let go. It snapped shut with a whooshing resound. He wiped the sweat off his forehead.
Dustin moved next to Claire and put his arm around her. “I’m so sorry you’re hurt. We need to get you to a hospital. I’m going to carry you to the car.”
She sobbed into his chest. “You found me.”
He wrapped his arms around her. He closed his eyes. His chest expanded and contracted. “Let me get you to the car.” His voice came out a thick rumble.
He picked her up, cradling her body.
She was shivering, and he pressed her against his chest, trying to impart some warmth from him into her body. She folded her arms over her chest and buried her faced against him. He wanted to talk to her, to convince her he hadn’t done anything to violate her trust. But it wasn’t the time—she was in pain. He’d wait until she was well instead of burdening her by seeking forgiveness when she was injured.
 
* * *
 
Inside the emergency room, Claire was given several shots of antibiotics and tetanus before starting on an IV. The nurses washed her wounds, and the physician stitched three deep gashes. Her ankle was X-rayed and bandaged.
The doctor said she’d have no permanent damage but would not be walking for several days. He said to expect to be in discomfort for at least two weeks.
She lay against the pillows while Dustin wiped her face with a warm washcloth. She reached up and touched his face. “Thank you for rescuing me.”
He held her hand, rubbing his thumb over her knuckles. He raised her hand to his lips. She smiled at him.
“I’ll never let you out of my sight again. If you let me.”
She gazed at him, her heart nearly breaking. Of course it would be him who came and saved her. Isn’t that how this story was supposed to end? Her chest heaved. Even exhausted and in pain, she could see this wasn’t his fault. She’d been jealous of Fran. And more than that, she was hurt that her own sister continued to do things that were downright mean. She was ready to let go of this sibling struggle. If Fran couldn’t be the type of sister she deserved, then she’d learn to accept Fran’s decision. She wasn’t about to give Fran the power to ruin her second chance with Dustin.
“Here, drink this.” He hadn’t moved from her side since they’d arrived at the hospital. He held out a cup, waiting for her to sip.
“Dustin, I was wrong. I don’t want this to end.” She gazed up at him, strong, powerful. The man she loved.
“Then it won’t.” He bent to kiss her. For a moment she forgot the pain in her leg and the one in her heart.
Long hours later, under a pastel-painted morning sky, Dustin brought Claire back to his house. She called Fran and told her she’d been injured and was staying at Dustin’s to recuperate. Fran asked if she needed anything and Claire declined for now. At least they were trying for civility.
“What can I get you?” Dustin came into the bedroom carrying a large glass of O.J. “You’ll turn bright orange if you keep drinking this stuff.”
He kissed the top of her head and then bent and softly kissed her lips. Her heart filled, and she reached out for his hand. He sat down on the bed, moving up against her, their bodies touching. Her leg was elevated on several fluffy pillows. Before leaving the hospital, Dustin had snuck down to the gift shop. Vases of flowers were spread about the room. A large teddy bear joined by ribbons to half a dozen helium balloons sat on the chair in the corner. She laced her fingers with his and squeezed.
“Claire, I’d never ever do anything to lose you. I want to spend the rest of my life with you, baby.”
“I love you Dustin,” she whispered. “I’ve always loved you.”
He ran his thumb along her lips. “You can’t imagine how long I’ve wanted to hear you say that. I love you so much. I never gave up. I always believed that one day we’d be together.”
He kissed her lips, dispelling all her doubts and replacing them with the key to his heart. He took possession of her body and a love that she freely offered, wiping away her fears. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders. No longer was she afraid of finding a forbidden love. He was hers. She’d hold on tight this time, trusting with all her heart that she’d rediscovered her soul mate.
“This is just the beginning of the best love story I could have written.” She pressed her mouth to his, already seeing the story unfold for days and months and years to come.
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The Playboy’s Baby
JM Stewart
 
They can't forget the past, but is it enough to create a future?
When an accident leaves her guardian to her six-month-old niece, Emma Stanton must return to her small hometown of Hastings, Montana to find the one man she's spent the last eight years trying to forget. She and Dillon had grown up together--he was her sister's best friend. But that hadn't stopped him from sharing a kiss with Emma that had followed her through the years. Now, not only must she break the news of her sister's tragic death to Dillon, but she must risk the only family she has left and tell him he's the baby's father.
Wealthy nightclub owner Dillon James has been used for his name and money one too many times, so when he comes face-to-face with Emma Stanton and her gorgeous lips, he's determined to keep things light. All he wants is to be the father his daughter needs, to make up for not being there for her and her mother. But spending time with Emma, as she shows him the ropes of caring for his daughter, is wearing down his defenses. Perhaps it's time he took a chance on love.
If only he can convince Emma to take a chance on him...
 
Concealed Desire
Eden Summers
 
A love that breaks all the rules…
Since her first day at work, Beth Graison has been in love with Dean Sutherland—the “Son” in Sutherland & Son. Although he’s an unrepentant player, there’s an unmistakable connection between them, and she knows he feels it too. But she’s not about to risk her career for any man, especially one with an office right down the hall whom she works with every day.
Dean Sutherland doesn’t do love, but he does do women. And he hasn’t felt more than sexual attraction for any woman until Beth. Entirely feminine, smart, and with a natural beauty beyond compare, she makes him think about all kinds of uncomfortable things—like a future and happiness—things he knows from experience are pure fiction.
When his father, the “Sutherland” in Sutherland & Son, propositions Beth to be more than just an employee, Dean can’t keep her at arm’s length any longer. But he doesn’t expect the scorching kiss they share, or the idea that forms when he holds her in his arms. Can he stop his father’s manipulating game by making the first move on Beth? Or will his reputation as a womanizer make him just one more Sutherland she wants to ignore?
 
Gone
Barb Han
 
How far would you go to find a child that never existed?
Elizabeth Walker awakens in a mental institution, the aftermath of a nightmare in her veins. All she can think of is saving a little boy—her son. But the orderlies who rush in and jab her with needles assure her she has no son. So does her mother, who demands her doctors keep her calm and prevent her from these troubling delusions. But Elizabeth’s nightmares are so real, and her arms still feel the memory of holding her son. And her instincts tell her to trust no one. Her child is gone. Her memories are gone. Everything is just…gone.
Ex-military medic David Kerrigan will never stop blaming himself for the childhood tragedy that took his younger sister’s life. Working on assignment at the facility, he’s drawn to Elizabeth, and he’s not sure that everything about her case is on the up and up. David knows full well he can’t change the past, but what if he can save this one person? And maybe helping Elizabeth might just save them both…
 
 
For the Love of the Game
Rhonda Laurel
 
This quarterback is making the greatest play of his life…
Quiet bookstore owner Morgan Reed can’t wait to lie on the beach on her much-needed tropical vacation, but getting tackled by a tall, green-eyed stranger playing touch football isn’t exactly what she had in mind. Neither is falling for said stranger, or going along with the eccentric islander who sends them off with a mock wedding. But all’s fair when it comes to vacation romance, and Morgan has plenty of time to get back to reality when she gets home.
When he slams into the beautiful Morgan on the beach and sends her to the infirmary, superstar quarterback Seth Blake insists on helping her recover—if she agrees to share his bungalow with him. Seth is nothing less than smitten, and the best part is that the beauty has no idea who he is.
But when he finds out that their little “wedding” was the real thing, Seth finds himself in a sticky situation. Especially when Morgan finds out the man she fell for isn’t at all who he made himself out to be…
 
 
Jelly's Big Night Out
Patty Campbell
 
Passion, fashion, and secrets...
After life took a tragic turn, Jelly Swanson had no time for men. Providing a safe, nurturing home for her little sister and running a successful boutique left her too busy for much else, and forced the idea of a love life to the back burner. But when she goes to school for a teacher's conference, her sister Emi's science teacher takes Jelly completely by surprise. And getting pregnant with his baby? That's not at all part of the plan.
The last thing Henry Palasczewski is looking for is romance. With a broken engagement behind him, he's interested only in the job he loves and the students who adore him. Then Jelly walks into his classroom, and he's dazzled by her sexy, flamboyant manner. She's way out of his league—he's a science nerd, not a movie star—but the chemistry between them is undeniable.
But when Emi goes missing, a tangle of secrets and past loves may destroy any chance they have at happiness...
 
 
Make or Break
Lori Whitwam
 
A writer, a musician, an unexpected love… and a killer who wants to destroy it all.
Abby never dreamed she'd meet her rock-n-roll fantasy, Seth Caldwell, by crushing his guitar under the wheels of her Jeep. Twice. Seth wants to strangle her, but soon the snarks turn to sparks, and he revokes his longstanding rule against getting involved with women on the road.
But when an attempt is made on Seth’s life, everyone’s a suspect. Abby’s determined to hang on to the tenuous ties they’ve developed, but Seth’s determined to keep her safe... even if he has to push her away in order to do it...
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