Eat milk, jackass!

There comes atime when enough... just gives you a headache.

“Would you look at this, please? How am | supposed get two loads of laund
ry done before | meet Amy for dinner?’

James was bitching again. It was pretty normal, actually. Just like the way
he liked sneaking his boss' s first name into conversation ever since she'd s
aid he could call her Amy.

To appease him, | forced myself towards the small-laundry area in the apart
ment and looked over the two half-loads waiting to be started.

“And thisis bullshit!” he muttered, assaulting neatly combed auburn hair w
ith agitated fingers as he waved two socks at me. One short black, one long
white. “Are you seeing this?’

No. | wasn't.

Leaning forward | grabbed the ends of both socks and brought them to my nos
e, getting agood sniff. “They’re clean,” | said, not understanding the pro
blem.

“Christ! You can be such anidiot. They'reall | have clean!” James snapp
ed. How is she supposed to take me seriously enough to promote meif | sh
ow up to dinner with mismatched socks?”

“1 thought you were going to wear pants.”

“That’ s not the point, damn it!”

| never seemed to get the point according to him, but at the moment | had t
he understanding that he’ d expected me to do two loads of his laundry and |
'd disappointed by showing up only thirty minutes ago, ten minutes before h
e had.

| followed as he stormed past me towards the kitchen. “And are you smelli
ng that? How come the dishes never get done? Y ou know, | could really use
your help around here.”

Actualy, there were only two bowls and one plate. The plate | assumed was f
rom his dinner last night, the first bowl from the ice cream he’ d eaten afte
rwards and the one with cereal crusted to the side looked like breakfast to
me. The one glassI’d used for milk when I’d first arrived had aready been
rinsed out and loaded in the dishwasher.

And have | mentioned that | don’t even live here?

| just visit. Come visit, Taylor. Do my laundry, Taylor. Hey, Taylor, on you
r way out can you take the trash with you? The dumpster’s only on the other
side of the parking lot.

The sad part is, after seven months and two days of bending over backwards
just to get him to say he appreciates me, he still hadn’t said it. The only
thing with James | looked forward to anymore was the sex, and we hadn’t ha
d that in over two months.

Now | could see he'd only called me today and asked me to stop by because



he thought his chores would be done by the time he came home. I’ d skippe
d work for this and now from the bedroom he was.... growling. He did that
sometimes, just to make sure | knew he was really annoyed with me.
“Areyou at least going to come help me make the bed?’ he called.

| hadn’t even dept in it last night.

L eaning against the kitchen counter | flipped open my phone and speed-diale
d Bree, who had recently taken the place of my best friend, Trina, who'd di
tched meto, and | quote, “make something of herself.” It was still unclear
how she planned to do that in B.F. Wyoming. Not that Bree was any kind of
runner-up. She’d oncetold me I’d learn to love her to death, and it really
hadn’t taken much effort.

Still stuck at home with her mom as she trudged through high school, she a
nswered the phone as if she hoped it was someone ready to rescue her from
her bleak existence.

“It'sme,” | said. “I’m going to need a cuddle.”

“Uh-oh. James?’ she guessed.

“Serioudly,” | said; “am | completely brain-dead, staying with him this long
71

“Umm... Jude said you were. | just love you.”

| smiled. Jude, Trina s cousin, was also aloyal friend, if you didn’t count
that he was dating Bree' s brother, Quinn, who | had a huge crush on. | till
say | saw him first. The first time Jude met James he' d flat told me that any
form of arelationship with him was a mistake, and he planned on saying | to
|d you so as soon as shit blew up in my face. “Why do you think | didn’t call
Jude first?’

“Good point,” Bree agreed. “So what isit thistime?’

“Everything,” | said. “I’'m walking out of James's apartment right now, and
I’m leaving the key.”

“Seriously?’ She had every right to be surprised. There had been false alar
ms before. But not today, | decided as | dropped the key--the one he’'d give
n me exactly one month and two days ago--next to the picture of himself he
kept on the kitchen island and headed for the door.

“I"m done,” | told her.

“Just like that?’

“Just like that. Oh, wait...”

| doubled back.

“What do you mean, wait?’ she demanded. “Y ou walk out that door. I'll mee
t you at your place.”

“Okay, but first...”

“No, no. You'll change your mind on me.”

| opened James' srefrigerator. “I’1l get out of here,” | promised. “Just as soo
nas| grab the milk.”



“The milk?’
“Yeah. | bought it.”
“In that case, get the milk and get out,” Bree said.
| lifted the gallon jug I’ d brought over the day before when I’ d noticed hiswa
sgoing bad. But, before | headed to the door again | went to his trash can and
lifted the lid. Just as I’ d suspected, with no one to take the garbage out for
him the old gallon was still inside, and | made a point to return it to his fr
idge. Then, | left.
Friends are like toothpaste
Sometimes | had to wonder what provoked me to take so much abuse. The fact
that he had silky auburn hair, a dimpled, charming smile, green eyesand a
long, toned body had once seemed like a good enough reason. | can be petty
like that. But that night as | leaned against Bree on my fold-out bed in th
e back room of the house | shared with my sister, Audra, listing off any an
d all of James s offenses | could think of, | saw our relationship for what
it was. He was the mad scientist, and I’ d been neutered.
It had started post-Quinn, as| liked to call it. It was the end of the year
at school, and he and Jude were settling into their relationship nicely, wh
ile | was left completely jealous. Poor me, right? Not redlly. | like to pal
nt Jude the villain, but really he hadn’t taken anything from me, because I’
d never had it to begin with. It boiled down to two things when it came to Q
uinn. Thefirst was, | would have had no patience for him. He' d been a serio
us closet case. The second was... | would have had no patience for him. Howe
ver, Jude respected him and even cared about all his whining. But even knowi
ng that Quinn and | weren't to be, their relationship got to me.
Jealousy. | knew it had reached the red zone when | even got jealous of thei
r fights. Most of the time I'd comment on anything | could to provoke one ju
st to watch it play out. Sometimes I’ d be in the backseat of the car, Jude d
riving, Quinn in the passenger seat. They’d be deep into the middle of givin
g each other the silent treatment for one thing or another.
It was beautiful.
It was the way Quinn would put his sunglasses on so that Jude couldn’t tel
| he was stealing glances, and the way that Jude bit at hislip to keep him
self from apologizing for something he didn’t think he should have to apolo
gize for. But then we' d be halfway to where we were going--probably to drop
me off somewhere because I’ d started all of this--and Jude would reach ove
r, rest his hand palm-up on Quinn’sthigh. Casual. A silent invitation. And
Quinn would stare at Jude' s fingers, waiting for that slight wiggle of the
index finger that would always occur, and he' d very carefully tuck his han
d into Jude's, and all would be well in the world.
| wanted something like that... that wasn’'t so... hollow.
| turned eighteen before everyone else | knew, meaning | got to go explore



the clubs on my own. At first it was fun as | met new people and got to k
now new faces, along with afew new bodies. Jude would give me hell when |
'd let myself into his apartment early in the morning so | could sleep off

my late nights before | went home to Audra, who considered herself my mot
her. But then | met James, and | had another place to spend my mornings.
At first it had started casual. | was okay with that. But the smile | got w

hen he saw me, the kisses he stole when we were dancing, and the way he cal
led me “baby” had me missing him when he wasn’t around. But then six short
weeks into our budding relationship, he decided to introduce meto hisfrie
nds. I’ d thought nothing of it a the time when he asked me to remove my fa
cial piercings before we met them for lunch. But thinking on it now... | ne
ver did pick up my jewelry again.

And as Bree ran her fingers through my three-inches-long, neatly cut, boring
brownish hair...

“lI can't believe | did that,” | said.

“Eww. Don't tell me you' re having second thoughts about James,” she said,
ceasing to pet my head as she narrowed her eyes at me.

“No,” | said quickly. “It'smy hair. | let him tell me how to cut my hair.”
Actualy, he' d taken me into the barber and told the barber how to do it. And
of course the Orange-Frost coloring | had in it had to go, too.

“You let him tell you how to do alot of things,” Bree remarked. “ That'swh
y I’'m on Taylor-duty until I'm sure you're over him.”

“Taylor-duty?’ | repeated.

“Uh-huh. If you' re not good by this weekend I’ m gonna have to pass you on
to Quinn and Jude. | work on Saturday.”

“Soundsfair,” | said, cracking asmile at her that | really didn’'t feel. “B

ut we should dye my hair. That way, even if | do go crawling back, James won
't want me anyway.”

“He always was adumb-ass,” Bree said to that. “| can say that now, can’'t 1?

“Anything you want.”
Besides, it's not like James hadn’t made his fair share of comments about m
y friends. At twenty, he was older, and | was still finishing high school.
I’ d be graduating early and only took afew classes aday, but | think that
had always bothered him. So my friends bothered him. We rarely spent time
with anyone but his own friends, and to be honest, | don’t think they liked
me any more than my friends liked James.
| guess that should have been my first clue.
If you’ re not cool with Bree, you' re not cool with me. I'd make that my ne
w motto, | decided as | smiled at her. My friends would come first from no
w on. That should keep mein line. Those were the people | needed in my i
fe, not some high-maintenance hotty who put knots in my stomach every time



| thought I’ d done something to upset him.
The intervention
Okay. Just because | needed them in my life didn’t mean | wanted them in my
life... al the time. There’'saline, you know. Everyone needs their alone
-time every now and then. And so what if mine included five days of refusin
g to get out of bed as | ignored calls and told everyone who came to my doo
r to go away?
| think the depression might have hit around the time Bree had gone home
after my breakup and | decided to check my messages. There were three fro
m James. The first was almost funny because he'd assumed I’d only run out
for something at an inconvenient time, emphasizing on how | didn’'t area
bout anyone but myself. How dare me.
The next two weren’t so kind; both demanded | call him back. When | realized
| wasn't going to, | felt sad and relieved all at the same time. Even thoug
h Bree had been there only ten minutes before, | felt alone, and part of me
felt like maybe | needed to be.
I’[l admit | took thisto the extreme.
| loved my sister. | really did. Audrawas seven years older than me at twe
nty-five. She was only eighteen when our parents died, and she’d made sure
we stayed together. That was cool. So now that | was able | did my best to
help her keep up on repairs around the house, keep food on the table and th
e lawn mowed. | was so good at these things, actually, she tended to notice
when they weren’t getting done, which led her to kicking in my door early
on a Tuesday morning.
“It stinksin here,” sheinformed me, her tall, thin figure in my doorway. W
€ d both inherited our lankiness from our parents, only Audrainherited Gran
dma s jet-black hair. She liked to keep it tied tight at the back of her hea
d, and she looked way more serious than she really was in the black skirt sh
e wore to work and her reading glasses.
| pulled the blankets over my head to block out the little light she'd let in
. “That’ s probably because | haven’'t showered in afew days.”
“Yeah,” Audrareplied. “I thought as much. Look, I'm going to work. Maybe
we can have dinner later. Good luck today, Taylor.”
| yawned, but then slowly peeked out of the coversto ook in her directio
n, one eye open and the other half closed. “Hey! What do you mean, good lu
ck?’ Was| forgetting something?
Audra peeked her head back around the corner, her smile alittle too mischie
vous for my taste. “I called Jude,” she told me, and was out of sight before
| could sit up and receive afive gallon bucket of cold water down my back.

My feet hitting my mattress | turned, still bouncing on my not-very-bouncy
bed, to glare at the perpetrator. Jude had managed to sneak up on me, and s



till holding the bucket, hislip was turned up into a smirk, his one dimple
showing while his blue eyes laughed at me from behind perfectly straight b
lond bangs.

“Jackass,” | hissed as | stood there in my sagging boxers, a puddie at where
my feet sunk into the mattress. “And on my bed...”

“It needed to be cleaned as much as you do,” he remarked, and then sudde
nly dropped the bucket to grab my elbow. “Come on.”

| allowed him to pull me from the bed, even place his hands on my bare bac
k and push me towards the hall. At one point | made a point to lean back o

n him and wiggle my butt. “Ooo, Jude. Do you get to manhandle Quinn like t
his? I’ll bet he's a screamer.”

He slapped my ass and then laughed when | jumped. “That, was from Quinn,
" heinformed me. “He personally asked me to beat your ass.”

We' d reached the bathroom. It was no surprise that the shower was already
running. Once he pushed me past the door, | turned to face him.

“1 suppose he didn’t mean you were supposed to do something pleasant wit
h my ass?’

That smirk again, and then he pushed me back further and closed the door on
me, but his voice was loud and clear on the other side of it.

“Y ou’re going back to school. Y ou’ re going back to work, and tonight you' re
sitting at the table and eating dinner with your sister.”

Come, boy

Jude wasn’t that much of a hardass. He took me out to alate breakfast and
pleasantly brought up just about everything but James. | knew he was dying
to tell me he’' d been right about my ex all along, but he was too good a fri
end to do so before | was ready for it. He did, however, make me pick up th
e phone and make the calls | needed to in order to return to work, which I’

d been playing hooky from under the pretense of being sick.

By the time we made it to the school where he and his EI Camino made the
freshmen gush, I’d missed my first class and lunch had started. Deciding

| should probably see my teachers for missed work, | headed one way while
Jude, who had received his diploma outside of school went to drop in on
Quinn.

| made my second class, and even study hall where | managed to catch up on
at least two days of work before the bell rang. | might have thought abou

t going home but leave it to Jude to make sure the exits were blocked. He
picked me up outside the classroom door, claiming Quinn had to work and he
had nothing better to do, so he' d be coming to work with me.

| guess that was supposed to be one of the perks about working for yoursel

f. Your friends could tag along and you didn’t have to pay them. I’m sure

| wouldn’t have been able to afford Jude, anyway. Dog walking didn’t pay m
uch.



About amonth after | met James, my sister’ s boss had paid me to check in
on and walk his dogs for two weeks while he was out of town. They becamer
egular customers of mine, and when his neighbor called things kind of took
off from there. | was up to twenty-three four-legged clients. Audra had e

ven made me business cards.

Apart from the last five days, | generally worked part-time at least seven d
aysaweek. The area | worked in conveniently had a seven-mile stretch of do
g park with plenty of loose tennis balls and hiking trails. Generally | like

d to take four to five dogs at atime, but not when | was walking Goliath an

d Aphrodite, two headstrong, young Akitas that had owners who loved them, bu
t didn’t necessarily have the energy for them. | usually took them up some o
f the steeper trails long before | let them off leash to play in fenced area

s especially designed for dogs that tended to bolt on their owners.

AsJude and | played with them until we were covered in slobber it occurred
to me how much I’ d missed these two particular dogs, and not just over the
last week. They were big, but they liked hugs and kisses as much as anyone
, and it wouldn’t be unusual to go home covered in hair after spending time
with them. I'd learned early on that James didn’t like it. He could spot t

he smallest fragment of dog hair from across the room. Sometimes he’d even
claim | tracked it in on my shoes. | started to make sure | was showered an

d changed before | went to see him after work, but if my hair wasn't still

wet he'd ask meto do it again. I’ d started to feel self-conscious around t

he dogs, and I’ d been careful about letting them jump or rub on me.

Thinking about it must have caused some sort of melancholy in my expressio
n, because for the first time that day, Jude mentioned James.

“Hey, Taylor. Fuck’'im,” he'd said.

| smiled because that was all that was necessary. “Wanna go boy-watching?’
| asked as | hooked Goliath and Aphrodite back up to their leashes, now t
hat they were well worn out.

“That depends,” Jude said. “Are you gonnatell Quinn all about it this time?

“Oh, relax,” | insisted. “He won’t get mad unless he wants me to tell you a
bout the naked neighbor across from you that he' s been spying on.”
Sometimes my friends didn’t know if | was being serious or not. | liked thi
ngs that way. And for the record, neither Jude or Quinn ever turned down bo
y-watching. The only difference was, Quinn refused to do it in public and |
iked to make offended faces at all my comments while Jude tended to be more
relaxed about everything and liked to join in. Jude was definitely far bet
ter at participating in one of my favorite hobbies, and the dog park was a
good place for it. Though, he did seem to go above and beyond to point out
the cute ones that afternoon. My guessis he just wanted my mind off of Jam
es. His methods worked.



| ended up doing alot of laughing. We both did as we compared, ranked and
discussed what kind of boyfriends random guys would make, and when Bree ¢
alled me to talk we decided it wouldn’t hurt to start sending her picture
mail.
By the time the dogs were completely worn out, their walk had run almost fo
rty minutes over--their owners wouldn’t complain--and | felt completely con
tent and at peace as we sat on a bench and all four of ustook awater brea
K.
A glance towards Jude and | caught him checking his watch. | smiled. “Hey,”
| said. “Thanks for today, but you don’t have to babysit me all the way ho
me. I'm alright.”
“That’s okay,” heinsisted. “I'll give you aride.”
“By thetime | get these two home,” | said, “Audra can pick me up after she
gets off work.”
Jude seemed to consider my suggestion for afew moments, probably wondering
if it was agood ideato leave me alone for any amount of time. Personally
, | would have liked for him to stay, but | could seeit in hisfacethat h
e was beginning to wonder what Quinn was up to. | smiled wider to reassure
him.
“Go,” | insisted.
“Alright,” he said slowly. “But I'm calling tonight.”
“l promise I’ ll answer,”
He seemed satisfied enough by that and | watched him disappear behind the t
rees and bushes that made up the trail before | leaned back on the bench an
d sighed.
Honestly, | didn’t mean to become a downer the moment | was | eft unsupervis
ed. | think thistime it was just the thought of Jude getting to go home wi
th someone, whilel...
But there was nothing to be upset about, | told myself. It'snot like | enjoy
ed going to James anyway. | mean, thinking about going to him, wondering wha
t he was doing while | wasn’t there... that was al apart of it. But | think
most of the time once | was with him | waswishing I’d put it off alittle|
onger... like, until he wasin a good mood.
When Goliath started tugging at his leash again | realized it wastimeto g
0, S0, leaving the bench | made my way aong the familiar paths that would
take me back to their neighborhood. | often stepped off the trail when some
one else was coming. Both of my charges tended to get alittle overexcited
when it came to head-on confrontations with other dogs, and their combined
one-hundred-and-seventy pounds could be alot to handle, especially now tha
t Jude was gone and | had both leashes.
They weren't aggressive. They just liked to put their noses where they didn
't belong once in awhile, and had on more than one occasion entangled thei



r leashes with other groups, leaving disgruntled pet ownersin our wake.

| had them both off to one side and on atight leash, so | wasn’'t too worrie

d when the jogger came around the corner. His brindle dog was off leash and
in control by his side, their steps synchronized as they made their way towa
rds us.

| suppose | first noticed him because while most people were bundied up in
afew layers, hislegs were bare between his black shorts and the socks tha

t curved around his ankle, just above the top of his shoes. Toned and golde
n, the musclesin hislegs seemed to contract with every movement as| foll
owed them up to broad shoulders tucked beneath along-sleeved zip-up grey h
oodie.

The cool air had left a shade of pink across the bridge of his nose and the
arch of his cheeks. Blond curls stuck to his glistening forehead. The broad
mouth attached to a nicely defined jaw line suddenly curved upwards, aflash
of white teeth showing in his smile. When his blue eyes came in my directio
n as he neared, it occurred to me that | was staring.

| looked over my shoulder, wondering who that smile was for, but unlessit w
asaimed at that tree...

My head snapped back around, eyeslocking on blue onesthat... yes, yes, t
hey were definitely looking at me. He passed. His dog passed. My head turn
ed, my body turned... Goliath and Aphrodite turned.

I’ d left too much slack on the leashes and very quickly the Akitas were eve
rywhere. Aphrodite had his dog going in circles, her leash tangling with Go
liath’ s as their excitement escalated. And remember that thing about them o
ccasionally putting their noses where they don’'t belong? Goliath stuck his
right into Mister-Sex-on-Legs' crotch.

Horrified, | pulled the leashes back, yelling for the dogs as | forced them u
nder control. | didn’t know if | wanted to feel relieved, or bury myself when
the guy’ s response started with laughter as he pulled his own animal away.
“What' re you feeding them?’ he asked as he patted Goliath on the head. “T
hey’ ve got some energy.”

“Um... noidea. | just watch it come out and pick it up.”

The look he gave me was deserving of aremark like that, and once | realized
how it had sounded | must have turned ten shades of red. “I’m just the dogw
aker,” | said quickly, in apoor attempt to save myself.

“Oh. Alright then.”

“I"'mreally sorry about...”

“Don’t worry about it,” he said, flashing his brilliant smile again as he lif

ted a stick from the ground and waved it for his dog, who went to great lengt
hsto get to it as he led her back into a steady jog. | got a wave goodbye. “
Good luck with those two.”

Despite myself, | think | stood there for a good five minutes smiling like



an idiot, wondering what | could pick up to make the dog owner chase me lik
e hisdog chased him.
Three weeks after that... and | think I'm stalking you
It always amazes me where inspiration can come from. In my case, | think | ne
eded inspiration to do alot of things. To get out of bed. To smile. To resis
t the urge to call James.
It was one guy in particular who helped me with all of that over the next w
eeks. And | had no idea what his name was.
For the first two days al | had to do was remember him smiling at me. But t
hen when my mental image faded | started hanging out at the dog park alot m
ore than usual. | tagged an extra fifteen minutes onto every client’swalk t
ime and started looking over trailsthat | didn’t usually touch. Then finall
y, two days after | started looking, | finally came across him. The boxer he
kept as a jogging companion recognized me before he did, but she only took
asmall sniff at the six Pomeranians at my feet before she moved on, and whi
le | got anod from him, he kept going. That was a little disappointing.
So | came back the next day, and the next.
Now, if | happened to know that almost every day he ran three trails and wal
ked two, would that constitute stalking? | mean, it’s not like | followed hi
m around every day--especially not on Saturdays because he didn’t come on Sa
turdays--because even if | wanted to, it’snot like | could keep up with him
. | wasn't exactly out of shape but he was all lean muscles and energy. | li
ked watching it, but | found that | was better off when | just happened to b
e on one of histrails as he was passing by.
To my delight, thisway | got asmilejust about every day, and those smiles
held me over until | saw him again.
The end of week two iswhere | started running into trouble. | wanted more th
an asmile after he rounded the bend in the trail and left my line of vision.
| wanted him to stop and talk to me again, even if he hadn’t intended to in
the first place.
So for awhile | made sure to have Goliath and Aphrodite with me, hoping
for another mishap. No such luck. He was much too careful when it came to
avoiding those two.
| did realize that going to these lengths for a few words with an attractive gu
y wasahit radical. But | hadn’t exactly been at my sanest lately.
When the dreams started | knew there was no coming back from the trouble |
wasin. | didn’t only wake up with a smile slapped on my face; | daydream
ed about blue eyes, broad shoulders and afirm, round ass. | constantly fe
It like | wanted to reach out and touch someone. Someone in particular. Wh
0 wasn’t James.
| think I’d lost it completely by Friday of week three when | went to thed
og park with no dogs. With a beanie pulled over the hair Bree had dyed blac



k for me nearly a month ago and my jacket zipped up, | posted myself on the
trail he always came up and | waited while winter flurries swirled through
theair.

This was complete madness.

And yet | couldn’t have been more confident when | saw him turn the corner

with his dog, their pace slowing as it always did here. Before he could see
me standing there, | started off jogging, gradually moving in his directio

n, my head low but my eyes up, keeping him in my sights as we closed the di
stance between us.

Because | was dead in the middle of thetrail he politely moved over with hi
sdog, so when | got alittle closer | made sure to be in hisway again. For
afew moments we moved left to right, left again. At five feet away his pos
ture became unsure, his pace began to slow. The boxer put her short tail bet

ween her legs and backed up alittle as | came face to face with her confuse
d owner.

| knew the moment he recognized me because the slight annoyance across hi
s expression turned into confusion as he jogged in place momentarily, ope
ned his mouth to say something, and then froze when | kissed him.

It was easy, readlly. I’ d grabbed the front of his jacket, pulled him forwar

d and closed my mouth over his. He smelled like a pleasant mixture of deodo
rant and peppermint. My lips moved over his, tongue flicking his teeth. He

was warm, his skin smooth.

There was growling, pressure on my shoulder as my jacket tore. It seemed the
boxer wasn't pleased with me, but | didn’t care as | stepped back with a bi

g, stupid smile on my face, looked at the shocked look on his, and took off
running like afugitive.

It's hard to describe the freedom | felt in the moment, consequences be dam
ned. I’d probably have to find another park to walk in. If he happened to b

e seriously homophobic, maybe I’ d even make the evening news. | wondered if
| could get arrested for stealing kisses. A wonderful kissthat I'd desper
ately needed.

| ran harder, exhilarated as my phone rang and | reached for it with my now
-bare left arm. “Yeah?’

“Taylor? What are you doing? Y ou sound funny.”

“Hey, Bree. I’'m running.”

“Why?’

| laughed out loud. “Because, | just....”

| stopped when | heard the bark behind me, glanced over my shoulder and be
came shocked to realize the boxer was coming, and so was her attractive ow
ner. And they were running alot faster than | was.

“Oh, crap. Bree, | gottago. There’sagood chance | might get gay-bashed.”

| didn’t bother hearing what she' d had to say to that as | lowered the pho



ne and picked up my pace, pushing myself until a cramp developed in my sid
e, and still, he was gaining on me. And then he was next to me, reaching o
ut, and snatching my phone from my hand.

He stopped before | did, and by the time | turned around he aready appeare
d to be dialing numbers. His cheeks were flushed, histongue flicking hist

op lip as he moved forward without taking his eyes off the phone. | took a
step back in response and his dog growled at me.

“Maybe you should just keep the phone,” | said, fully intending to run befo
re the cops showed up.

His eyes lifted to mine then, his expression unreadable as he handed the pho
ne back. His mouth didn’t curve up in that familiar way until it was back in
my hand, and without aword, he whistled for his dog and the two of them le
ft me there feeling stunned, and if possible, alittle more giddy than’d b

een after 1’d kissed him.

Still warm from where he' d touched it, | stared at the cell for a minute bef
ore | opened it up to discover there was a new addition to my phone book. |
smiled. His name was L uke.

Chapter 2

by DomLuka

A/N: Thanksto Jim for editing!

| am man!

To call or not to call, that was the question. To take aleap of faith by di

aling seven digits and risking the possibility of having to hear acorny rin
gtone? To meet the one called Luke with blond hair, blue eyes and a nice but
t? Or would it be safer to purchase another phone, change my name and my zip
code and forever remember a fantasy that I’ d stolen one perfect kiss from?
Like hell. | was so calling him.

Just as soon as | was brave enough to do so.

Pre-James, | liked to change my hair color for every occasion. Post-James wa
sno different. The black had been depressing and angry... andonme, I'll a
dmit it was alittle bit frightening, too. Y ou know your friends really love
you when they have the guts to tell you your hair is adisaster. Bree had m
ade sure to inform me of that fact at least once aweek after she’d helped m

e do that to myself--out of pure loyalty on her part, mind you. She'd been a
gainst it from the get-go.

That's probably why she was thrilled when | called and told her my hair nee
ded an emergency intervention. We went shopping together in search of the p
erfect color. | felt | needed something solid. Bold. When | told Bree that

| needed bigger balls to call aboy she suggested red. A good, prime color.
But | didn’t want just any red. | wanted it to pop. | wanted to be the sto

p sign you saw coming a mile away. | needed the red that would make any res
pectabl e sports car jealous.



After finding the perfect one we argued about whether or not it looked like

it had alittle purplein it. Bree thought so. | really didn’'t care. I'd wea

rit, anyway. My hair had grown out another two inches and | was even contem
plating a Mohawk. Bree said absolutely not, so | went to get it trimmed up i
nstead, leaving enough on top to look messy when | wanted to.

She was proud of me for cleaning my room when we got back to my place and
stained my bedroom carpet and a spot on the back of my neck with the dye.
Thirty minutes later | was feeling rather confident as | towel-dried my ha

ir and posed in the long mirror attached to the door. | flexed, inspecting

my bicep, which was respectable but in no way a muscle that belonged to a
super jock.

“Do you think | should get muscle implants?’ | asked.

Stretched out on my bed, Bree was flipping through last year’ s yearbook wit
h a ballpoint pen, adding silly pictures to peoples faces. We' d been worki

ng on the masterpiece together for months. | had devil horns and she had a
halo and a cigar sticking out of her mouth. Leaving the book alone, sherai
sed an eyebrow at me.

“People do that?’

“They have things that make penises bigger,” | pointed out.

She shrugged, conceding that | had a point. “No. I think you’ re fine the way
you are. And the hair looks good, so call this guy.”

Facing the mirror again | squared my shoulders, ran my fingers though my h
air and then attempted to wipe away some of the creases worry had left on
my forehead. Finally, | turned back to Bree.

“I can't,” | whined.

Unceremoniously tossing the yearbook aside she crawled off the bed, an exa
sperated huff escaping her mouth and blowing her dark bangs skyward as she
came closer and stared up the foot and a half it took her to meet my eyes

“Since when? Y ou know, I’'m really starting to hate whatever it is this Jame
s-the-jackass did to you. Y ou know how to flirt, Taylor.”

| nodded slowly. “Thisistrue.”

“And you' ve asked tons of guys out. Sometimes even for me.”

| wrinkled my nose. “Y eah. But only to annoy your brother.”

She waved that away. “My point is, there can’t be anything different about
thisguy.” She gave my shoulder afirm pat. “You’' ve got this. Besides, what
's there to be worried about. He didn’t say no when you asked him for hisn
umber, right?’

| thought about that for a minute. “Technically speaking... | never actually as
ked for it.”

“What do you mean?’

| shrugged. “Well... he kinda just gave it to me after | kissed him.”



“What?’

“Y ou know, the other day when you called and | said | was gonna get gay-ba
shed? He was chasing me with his big-ass dog. | think it might have been b
ecause | kissed him.”

The look on her face suggested she would need more of an explanation than t
hat, so | went ahead and told her the whole story. Starting with the way I’

d stalked him for over two weeks. By the time she was finished interrupting
my story with questions, and | was finished telling it, she was regarding

me like she would have a child who' d broken arule he didn’t know he was br
eaking.

“But we know it’s bad to stalk people, right?’” she asked.

| sighed heavily. “I guess so0.”

“Because it doesn’t always end with cute boys giving you their numbers... r
ight?’

“Probably not.”

“Okay. So... how cuteisthis guy anyway?’

| retrieved my phone from the pocket of the pants |’ d been wearing before we
'd dyed my hair and I’ d showered, opened my Pictures folder and scrolled thr
ough. “Um... no, that’s not a very good one... he's alittle blurry here...

and that’ s hisdog...”

As | scrolled through she moved beside me to look over my arm, her eyes
widening before she elbowed me.

“Hey,” | said defensively. “We' ve dready established | was stalking, arigh
t? Oh, here’ s one of him. Y ou can see hisface.”

She took the phone, whistling. “Wow. If you don’'t wannacall him, | will.”

| snatched the phone back. “I’ll doit.”

“Okay, then do it already,” sheinsisted, giving me a playful shove.

“Okay.... A little privacy, please?’

She didn’t bother to pretend she wasn’'t laughing at me, but the look | gave
her forced her hands up in surrender. “Alright, aright. I’'ll just go order
pay-per-view and blame it on you when Audra gets home.”

"She'll never believe you unlessit’s something dirty,” | warned her as| w
alked her out my bedroom door.

“Doesn’'t matter. She always takes my side over yours.”

She had a point there.

Bree smiled at me as| closed the door on her, and then | moved back into m

y room and procrastinated by cleaning things that didn’t need cleaning befo
re | moved back to the mirror and stared myself in the eye for a good solid
minute. Taking a deep breath, | squared my shoulders. “ Stop being such ap
ussy,” | told me.

Nothing to be afraid of. Might even get another kiss out of the deal. Remembe
ring the last one | closed my eyes, smile curving my lips. “I’ ve so got this,



" | told myself, and then lifted the phone to call the number he’'d stored in

it.

The other end of the line rang four times. No cheesy ringtone. We were off to
agood start.

“Hello?” Smooth and deep, his voice sounded sleepy, like he’' d just come out
of arestful nap.

And | hung up on him.

Dropping my forehead into the palm of my hand, | shook my head at myself, g
lared at my reflection in the mirror. “Y ou are such aloser.”

Y ou can run...

| jumped when my phone rang from the palm of my hand. I’d hardly hung u
p, and blanched when | saw who was on my caller ID.

Now that | realized I’ d dropped the ball and it was no longer in my court, |
realized it was now or never as | hesitantly brought the phone to my ear.
“Hello?’

“Yeah, | just got acal from this number?’

God, | loved hisvoice. It was almost as niceto listen to as he was to ook at.

“Hi.” that was about the most coherent thought | could come up with.

There seemed to be an unnaturally long silence between us.

“It'syou.” He sounded both accusing and amused, all at the same time. “Man
, | didn’t think you’ d have the gutsto call me.”

A challenge? That perked me up alittle.

“Maybe | was checking to see if you had the gutsto give me your real numb
er.”

A chuckle. That same husky sound he’d made the first timel’d met him. “Al
right. What are you doing tonight?’

Was he asking me out? Thiswas alot easier that | thought it would be. | f
ound myself grinning like an idiot as | paced my room. “I don’t know. There
'sthisguy | met at the dog park. Thought I’ d do something with him.”
“Ambushed at the dog park,” he corrected me. At least he didn’'t say assaul
ted. “Blue apartments, right off of Seventh and Union. Know where they are
71

As amatter of fact, they were less than a block away from Jude's.

“I think I can find them.”

“Number Three-B. Seven o’ clock.”

“l can't make it until seven-thirty.” The only reason | would say something
like that would be because | insisted on having the last word most of theti
me. Besides, | didn’t want to sound as desperate as some guy who stole kisse
s from unsuspecting bystandersin the park.

“Good enough.” And with no goodbyes, he hung up on me.

| did a happy dance until Bree walked in and made fun of me.



Hallway tease, Noodle Central beats out the Weenie Palace

Three-B was alittle too easy to find. | was there at seven. That was no goo

d asfar as| was concerned. No way was | knocking on that door until seven
thirty.

And that just brought the nervousness | was feeling to new heightsas | got
back in my car and circled the block for about twenty minutes.

Bree wasright. | was better at this dating thing than | was letting on. But

this time seemed different. | felt out of practice. | wondered if that had an
ything to do with the way James controlled everything we did. I'd never had t
o plan adate with him. He preferred that | didn’t even try, because he liked
things done on his schedule, in his own way. No spontaneous picnics for him.

Seven thirty. Seven thirty-two. Seven thirty-five by the time | was standing
outside his door for the second time. This wasn’t because | wanted to make
him wait. More like, it took me about six attempts before | got out of my ca
r. Maybe | wastrying to convince myself that thiswas al a setup. He wasw
orking with the police to catch the at-large, east-dog-park kisser. Maybe |
was trying to avoid the hurt feelings and messiness that happened when thing
sdidn’'t work out, telling myself that this was all happening too soon after
James. What a crock of shit. | was the kind of guy who rebounded about six
or seven times, maybe more, and | knew it. If | wasfeeling that | wasn't re
ady for this guy then that was frightening indeed. Maybe all the stalking an
d fantasizing had given me high hopes. Maybe | wasin for abig, fat letdown

| had the urge to pick up my phone and call Bree. Or Jude. Hell, even Quinn
, the queen-of-reserve, for some sort of pep talk. But then | had been chal
lenged, hadn’'t 1? Didn’t think you had the guts. That helped. Before | coul

d change my mind, | forced myself to knock on the door.

The dog barked, and | had a flashback of the large boxer eating my sweater
sleeve for lunch. | wondered if I’d have to win her over now. | suppose the
idea didn’t bother me. Sometimes there was ssmply more about dogs that | |
iked than there was about people.

A shadow moved over the peephole . | expected it to open shortly after. It d
idn’t. Instead, his voice came through the door, muffled but clear enough to
understand. “Who isit?’

| found myself rolling my eyes.

“l saw that,” he informed me.

| smiled. “Then you can seewho itis,” | replied.

“That doesn’t mean you' re not a mass murderer.”

“True,” | said. “What if | promise I’m not?”’



He was silent, pretending to think it over. “Umm... you’ re gonna have to pro

veit. Hold up your driver’slicense.”

| stood there for a moment, wondering if he was serious. When he didn’t say
he was just kidding, | released a sigh, caved in and opened my wallet for th
e identification he' d requested. | held it up to the peephole.

“l can'tread it fromin here,” he said.

“Then open the door,” | suggested.

“What’ s your name?’

“Taylor.”

“Okay... not bad...”

“As opposed to Timothy?’ | remarked.

“Timothy’ s okay, too.”

“S0 are you going to open the door?’ | asked.

“Not yet.”

“If you're leading up to a strip search, don’'t think | won't doit,” | warned.
He was silent for amoment, and then he sounded amused. “Right therein t
he hallway?’

| grinned, reached for the bottom of my shirt and started lifting.

The door opened.

In thislighting his hair looked a shade lighter, the curls tighter without t

he sweat from his workout. He was dressed cleaner than | was used to when it
cameto him, even if it was only jeans and at-shirt. And he wore those jeans
and that shirt probably even better than the designer had ever intended.

“1 think | should warn you that experience shows my neighbors are the kind t
hat’ll call the police.” he said, and | lowered my shirt lowly as hisdog p
ushed past him to come sniff at me. There was no growling thistime, only cu
riosity as | offered her wet nose my hand.

“What’ s her name?’ | asked.

“Cheyenne, but she responds to Chey better.”

“She’s protective of you,” | commented.

He smiled at that. “1 don't think you’ ve gottaworry. If shedidn’t like you
she would'’ ve taken more than your sleeve... I’ ve got that inside, by the way,
if you want it back.”

“That’sokay,” | replied as | gave the dog a gentle pat on the head. “ She can ke
epit. | figurel got afair trade.”

| looked at him pointedly, liking the way the color moved into his cheeks be

fore he shook it away and whistled for the dog to go back inside. “I'll take
you out later,” he promised her before locking his apartment door and facin
g me. “Listen, | don't really know what you'reinto, and I’ ve only lived aro
und here for a couple months, so | was going to ask what you feel like doing
.1 don't really carewhat it isaslong as I’m not stuck with another TV di
nner tonight.”



“How do you feel about hot dogs?’ | asked. | could never get James to touch
the things. The look on Luke' s face suggested he didn’t consider them any
better than TV dinners. “Come on,” | insisted. “Trust me, they put so much
crap on these things you can’t even tell you’ re eating one.”

“That’ sagood thing?’ he asked as he adjusted his coat and followed me out
of the building.

“It iswith these ones,” | replied, turning towards my car, but he reached ou

t to give my arm a quick tap.

“Doyou mind if | drive?’

| smiled at him. “Don’t trust me, huh?”’

He laughed. “Not at all.”

L uke drove an older-model Jeep, the kind he was probably buying parts for a
Il the time. But theride in it was perfectly smooth as | gave him instruct

ions through town. He really was new, his knowledge of the area restricted
to the three blocks around his house and the dog park. The drive felt longe

r than it was, and as | made comparisons between him and James it occurred
to me that | could be a much better date than | was living up to. It was ob
vious enough that he hadn’t decided whether or not he wanted to feel comfor
table with me, and | suppose | couldn’t blame him for it. But nonethel ess,

he still seemed pretty laid-back, and that was a quality | liked. Maybe tha
t'swhy when we reached one of my favorite lunch spots, The Weenie Palace,
| thought better of walking him in there and led him next door for pastainstead.

| didn’t do much eating. Not because | didn’t have an appetite. It seemed
like I’ d developed a staring problem. | blame it entirely on my company. T
here was so much more to see sitting across from him than my fantasy vers
on had had to offer. He chewed on his bottom lip when he was thinking abou
t something, leaving it permanently pink. He pretended not to notice whene
ver he caught me watching him, and surprisingly, seemed comfortable with t
his. Maybe that shouldn’t have been a surprise. | imagine alot of people
looked at him. Maybe he was used to it. Or maybe he liked it. Maybe he lik
editwhen | did it.

“Do you wannatry this?’ he suddenly asked, pushing his plate towards me.

| looked down at my own, hardly touched, and wondered why he’ d be offeri
ng me more food. “It doesn’t look like you like yours,” he explained. The

n he picked a piece of ground sausage off my plate and popped it in hism
outh. | watched the twitch of hisjaw as he chewed, and the slow bounce o
f the Adam’ s apple on his smooth, golden neck as he swallowed. “Not bad.
Kinda spicy.”

“Do that again.” | requested.

His amused, blue eyes snapped to mine, his mouth turning up again. “Areyo
u always this distracted?’ he asked me.



“Lately,” | admitted, watching hislong fingers as they toyed with the corner
of hisnapkin. His nails were clipped short and clean, but even from across
the table | could see that the pads of hisfingers were calloused. | wondered
what kind of things he liked to do with his hands.

“Do you wanna go somewhere else?’ he asked me. His voice had dropped afu
II note, and | sensed innuendo there. Coming from him, | was flattered.
“Actually, I've got the perfect place,” | told him.

Getaway on display

L uke wasn’t so concerned with where we were going as he was with the way I’
d neglected my dinner. He made sure we walked over to the Weenie Palace bef
ore we got back into the car and heinsisted | order a hotdog. | became imp
ressed when he ordered the same and didn’t wince at the prospect of eating

al those large globs of greasy cheese, peppers, green chili and fried onio

ns. | quickly decided that this was probably the nicest thing a guy had eve

r done for me and silently gushed over him all the way to our next destinat
ion.

A good hour later and as promised, we were at the perfect place. The overs
zed sofathat we' d sunk into after kicking off our shoes was comfortable en
ough to hibernate on and the brick fireplace burned prettily, the scent of
burning wood warming the air.

“Isthis the kind of thing you do when you’ re not walking dogs?’ he asked.
“Sometimes. I’ m also finishing high school thisyear,” | decided to put out
there, more of achallenge than | intended for it to be. That one thing had
been such a big deal to James that he didn’t like me mentioning it. Just don

't mention what kind of school you're finishing. That had always pissed me o
ff. It snot like | even looked old enough to be finishing any other kind of
school. Besides, mentally speaking, he couldn’t have been that far away fro
m me. Helping him move into that pretty apartment of his had given me somei
nsight when | found the high-school diploma he’d received online. Not that |
was judging his form of education. It was the fact that he hadn’t received

it until he was twenty that made me feel he was being a little hypocritical.
“Ugh. I'm glad I’ ve got that over with,” Luke said. “So | take it you mostly
end up at the dog park in the afternoons?’

| tried to read any negativity into that response, but finally decided | was

just plain trying too hard. “Why? Are you looking to avoid me?’ | asked, leav
ing my tone light, despite my real curiosity over the matter.

He laughed. | really liked the sound of hislaugh. “Why would | do that? Y ou
're the most interesting person I’ ve met here... you're probably the most in
teresting person I’ve met in awhile. Y ou make quite the entrance.”

His hand dlid closer over the seat of the sofaand | found myself staring at

it. It was familiar, the gesture had a little Jude and Quinnin it. But we we
ren’t them, and | decided not to be such a Quinn about it, so | left out that



hesitating part before | closed my fingers over his. They were calloused. Li
ke smoothed-down sandpaper that was more capable of tickling than hurting. Th
e way he dlid those fingers over the palm of my hand brought that strange, wa
rm feeling to my belly, my heartbeat blip-blipping alittle faster, the way 0
nly the possibility of a new relationship could cause. | wondered if that’sw
hat that was. A possibility? | felt like that guy who gets the one-in-a-milli
on chance to make it with hisfirst crush.

And damn, it was such a... relief, not to have to try so hard with him. Luke
had two hands. Good thing, because | really had no desire to let the one |
was holding go anytime soon. He lifted the other one, brought it under my ch
in. | felt my eyes close. A chin finger-er! That sounds alot dirtier than |

mean it. I’ ve just always had a thing for guys who do it... the way he hook
ed hisindex finger beneath my jawline, his thumb pressing against my chin.
The entire action meant to lead me closer even as he closed in. | felt hisb
reath on my face the moment before warm lips pressed solidly against mine.
And | take it back. The kiss at the park hadn’t been the best I’ d ever had.

Thisone was alot closer to the mark. | think it was because the first ti
me | hadn’t really known whether or not he' d been kissing me back. After he

gave me his number I’ll admit | wondered, but there was really no telling.

Thistime | knew beyond any shadow of a doubt. It was hislips moving agai
nst mine, his tongue entering my mouth the moment | gave him the slightest
opportunity. Slow and calculated, it pressed against mine, asif he were se
If-conscious about making it messy. | happened to like kisses, messy or oth
erwise. But thiswas nice. He felt almost nervous against my mouth, and | t
hink the fact that he was holding back not only charmed me, but endeared th
Is Luke-outside-of-my-fantasies to me a little more. Made him real.

He traced my newly colored bold hair behind my ear, our lips parting as here
peated the action afew times, his blue eyesfollowingit. “Thisis agood co
lor for you, by the way,” he said.

That settled it. For that he was definitely going to get more kissing. Cupp

ing hisface | turned him back to me, smiling against his lips when he met

me halfway. Our tongues met again, mine more aggressive thistime. There wa
s no pulling back for him, no apparent discomfort. Just asmall chill that

ran through him when my hand slipped beneath the coat he was wearing and ra
n up his side. He felt even more solid beneath my fingers than he’ d looked
al those times I’d watched every visible muscle in his body while he wasr
unning.

When he moved hislips from mine suddenly | went with it, my mouth findin
g my way up hisjaw to his earlobe while his hand gripped my shoulder. It
took the sound of him clearing his throat to make me realize he' d stoppe

d moving completely.

Releasing him | looked over his features before | followed the direction of h



is gaze until 1 had turned completely around.
Outside the large glass window in front of the furniture store’ s display--t
he one we were currently making use of--afamily of four on anight out wit
h grandma stood open-mouthed and offended. So | tried to make them feel bet
ter by grinning from ear to ear as| waved like a member of the Thanksgivin
g Day parade.
L aughing out loud, L uke grabbed my waving hand and led me off the couch
before we vacated the store.
“Why the hell would you bring me there, anyway?’ he asked, but there was n
o complaint in histone.
“Honestly? | didn’t want to take you somewhere where you'd get theideal’
m easy. Especially after the way we met.”
Luke's smile softened. “I don’t think you' re easy.”
“That’snice of you,” | told him. “But it’s complete bullshit. I'm totally easy.
| just figure it hasn’t been working all that great for me lately.”
“Realy?’ he looked perplexed.
“1 guess you were expecting a quick hookup?”’
Luke shrugged. “Y eah,” he admitted, but then smiled at me. “But | have afeel
ing thisis going to be alot more fun.”
Taylorsdon't like to do favors
When | was supposed to be concentrating on things like school or work my mi
nd tended to have other ideas. Like trying to figure out whether or not am
onth was along time. James and | had celebrated our one-month anniversary
with our very first fight. It was easy enough to remember, since the reason
it had started was because | was too insensitive to realize that we' d been
together exactly one month. | obviously didn’t think about him. Or hisfee
lings.
Besides all the yelling that night | remembered the make-up sex. A lot of i
t. On our second-month anniversary | made sure to remember. Set an alarm fo
r it in my phone and everything. But after James ditched me for two hours f
or agroup of friends he didn’t think 1'd fit in with, he told me that no o
ne celebrated two months. Six months. One year. What about one year and six
months? I’ d asked him. | was serious, but he hadn’t taken it that way. Tol
d me since | was making fun of him it would be hard to celebrate the one-mo
nth anniversary of the first time we had make up sex. I’d asked if fighting
over something even stupider would help to solve that problem. He'd kicked
me out for the night. No sex. No celebrating.
My hopes that L uke was nowhere near as complicated as that were high. With J
ames, that first month had felt like an eternity. Luke was different. Techni
cally, we' d only been on three dates. Four if you counted the time he actua
ly stopped jogging to walk with me for awhile at the dog park when we cross
ed paths. (I might have still been stalking him just alittle bit. But it's



not my fault old habits die hard.)
Things were moving along slowly. | was still learning something new about
him every time we met. It was nice. It was aso really fucking annoying.
| could close my eyes, think hard enough about it and feel the way he kisse
d. I knew the shape of his mouth, how warm his tongue felt, and that when h
ewasin aparticularly good mood he liked to nip at my bottom lip with his
teeth. While | had no complaints about the kissing, it was growing frustra
ting that we hadn’t moved anywhere past that. Double frustrating when | sta
rted to wonder if it was my own fault.
Everyone' s capable of putting signals out there. | did the first night we w
ent out together. | could have taken him home. Hell, | could have taken him
back to his home and learned about every inch of that golden skin before s
unup. But | hadn’t. And now every time he didn’t so much as ask me to come
in and look at his apartment, and every time he stood outside my front door
and thought of some reason or another why he couldn’t comein, | had to as
k myself about what the hell I'd been thinking.
Then one Saturday morning, a semblance of hope.
| figure | must have been at the peak of sexual frustration when | answered
my phone that morning, still half asleep with my dick in my hand--because
sometimes that’ s just where the thing ends up--and the sound of hisvoice ¢
ompletely threw me over the edge. I’ m not sure whether or not he' d suspecte
d anything past the sigh that escaped me, but doubt | imagined that soft la
ughter of his before he said, “Good morning, Taylor.”
The dlight scratchiness in his voice made him sound tired. He never called
so early, and | won't deny that | was touched he' d think to call me as so
on as he woke up. “Good morning, back,” | said, and then, unable to stop m
yself added, “Y ou know, you wouldn’t have had to waste all that time diali
ng my number if you woke up over here.”
He laughed. He always did when | made comments like that. | suppose | was s
till holding out for him to take me serioudly.
“Then | won't waste any more time,” he said. “Why don’t you come over he
re?’
“Right now?" | asked, purposely sounding tired. | was aready out of bed and
looking for pants.
“Now would be great. | have afavor to ask.”
I’d give him any favor he wanted. I'm not sure if it was a good thing that
he probably knew that. Not long after brushing my teeth and making myself a
little more presentable with a comb | was outside his door, listening to C
hey bark as | knocked loudly, hoping he hadn’t forgotten about me and gone
back to sleep.
But then the door opened, and while he was somewhere behind it | clearly he
ard him tell meto comein. I'd been waiting for that invitation for weeks,



| could have been more gracious about it as | stumbled past Chey, who'd co
me to greet me, forced the door out of the way and all but charged his apar
tment.
| wasn't sure what to think when | got in there. | think that’s because there
was more to look at than I’ d expected there to be.
| figured Luke was just like most guys our age when it came to hisliving sit
uation. Small apartment. A few pieces of furniture to throw a room together.
Probably more cash spent on an entertainment center than necessities like cle
aning supplies and eating utensils. But | found it difficult to notice hisfu
rniture with all the doghouses lying around.
From the top of his small dining-room table to tucked under the coffee tabl
e, supplies were everywhere. Tools, stacks of wood, a can full of discarded
parts. And the finished products: these weren't ordinary doghouses. They |
ooked like smaller versions of real houses, ranging from the stucco-and-bri
ck-look to log cabins. Detailed, from the shingles on the roof to back deck
s and front porch swings. It was all decorative, of course, and the access
to the houses was normal by dog standards, as Chey proved as she popped in
and out of one of the many that blocked most of the hallway on the way back
to his bedroom.
“Damn,” | commented. “I know | was hopeful when you said you worked with
wood but thisis....”
And holy christ! Who the fuck cared about dog houses when Luke was in atowe
|? Finally bothering to look at him | caught him brushing water from his sti
|l damp hair as he held the thick blue cloth closed at his hip, thesagin't
he materia hinting at the blond trail that led up to an oval belly button o
n his sculpted stomach.
“Yeah. Sorry about the mess,” he said. “1 got alittle backed up.”
“You built all of these?’ | asked, kneeling next to the one closest to the do
or. Okay, it might have been the one closest to Luke, too, and | wasn’t exact
ly complaining when he moved, flashing hisinner thigh in the process.
“Careful,” he warned. “ Some of that’s still setting. | was up all night finish
ing this one. I’'m supposed to deliver it tonight for a customer who's giving h
iswife apuppy for their anniversary.”
“It'svery... nice.”
“The doghouse or my chest?’
Shit. “ The doghouse' s nice, too,” | admitted, forcing my eyes up from where
his broad chest stretched between even broader shoulders. All tanned skin
stretched over lean muscles. Blue eyes laughing at me. | had the decency to
blush, but not to be ashamed of myself. “So please tell me you didn’t ask
me to come over for ashower and | missedit,” | said as| stood, following
his lead.
L uke laughed, pulling the towel further against his hip, which made no diff



erence because it only sagged again. “Not exactly.” Turning, he reached tow
ards the coat rack near the door, but | had no idea what he was reaching fo

r as my gaze dropped down his smooth back and over the shape of his ass ben
eath terrycloth.

“Not exactly...” | repeated. | wasn’t sure | was up for this kind of teasing

. When Luke turned, my eyes snapped back up to his face, and then down to th
e thing he was trying to hand me. “What’ sthis?’ Dog leash. | knew that. | j
ust felt the question needed answering, anyway.

“It'swhy | asked you to come over,” Luke said. “I was going to seeif you cou
|d take Chey out for me. If she doesn’t get her walks she startsto rebel... i

t getsugly. And when | said | was up all night, | was seriously up all night.
Thisisall stuff | do on the side,” he said, looking almost helpless as he w
aved to the chaosin his home. “1’ve got to be at the real job in about four h
ours, and if | don’'t get some sleep, I’ m fucked.”

Looking at him again, without all the ogling thistime, | could see that he wa
sn't making it up. The skin beneath his eyes was a tad darker than usual, his
lashes appearing to be alittle heavier. “Y ou're serious?’ | still hadn’t take

n the leash. He took the initiative and put it in my hand.

“Yes. And you have no idea what this means for me, Taylor. | didn’t know w
ho else to ask, and then | thought, it’s what you do, right? | mean, datin

g the dog walker has to come with some perks.” He smiled at me.

“Doesthat mean | can't bill you?’ My tone was teasing, but | don’t think |
was. For the first time since we' d met | was feeling inexplicable annoyance,
and couldn’t figure out whether or not | was being reasonable about it.
“Sureyou can,” Luke replied, his mood still light. “But don’t forget | work i
n trade.”

He was suddenly touching my face, long fingers cupping my cheek as he lean
ed forward. | closed my eyes, his damp hair brushing my forehead. His nose
brushed mine for the slightest moment before | felt hislips. He smelled
good. Sliding my hand to his bare skin | leaned in closer, parted my mouth
and took a deeper kiss before he was suddenly kissing my cheek and guidin
g me away from him. “Thank you,” he told me again, his fingers touching th
e smile--most likely a goofy one--on my face. “Let yourself in when you ge

t back.”

And | forgot | was pissed off until I had Chey on aleash and was out the doo

r.

Who?

Chey was a particularly curious dog. A trip to the dog park with her had m

e wondering what kind of magic Luke had over her that she was so well-beha
ved with him. With me, she had to stop and sniff every tree and shove her
head in every hole she came across. | let her do her thing, deciding that

she still hadn’t warmed up to me quite as much as | thought she had. Wasn’



t the way to aman'’s heart through man'’s best friend? Who the fuck knew.

| was good at being negative, especially when | was bothered by something
that shouldn’t bother me. | felt.... no, | don’t want to say used. But tha
t'swhat it was, wasn't it? And it’s not that | expected him to ditch the

towel and have hisway with me. Not that that wouldn’t have been compl etel
y awesome. But somehow being asked to walk his dog was a letdown. It occur
red to me that when | was with James he’d call me al the time wanting som
ething that always turned into a thankless job. Maybe I’ d become more fed
up with it than I’d realized. Maybe | was recognizing the signs earlier wi

th Luke than | had with James. Maybe | was being a fucking moron about the
whole thing.

The guy wastired. | was helping him. | should feel good about that. It shou
|d mean something that he put a smile on my face, just thinking about him. A
nd it wasn't like he hadn’t gone out of hisway for me before. As slow asth
ings seemed to be moving between us, he did make gestures that indicated he
cared. Like just the weekend before when he found out | was still walking do
gs and hadn’t had breakfast or lunch, he’d met me in aresidential area just

to drop off asandwich. As| recall, I’d gotten akiss out of the deal, too

, dong with atelling smile pasted on my face that lasted until 1 got home

and Audra made fun of mefor it.

He wasn't using me. He was treating me like... a boyfriend. This realization
irritated me further, but only because | had mixed feelings on the matter.
As dow as we seemed to be moving | couldn’t help wondering if it was still
too fast. Hell, it's not like | wasn’'t coming off a disastrous relationship.

| hadn’t even had the time to rebound yet. Maybe that’ s what L uke was suppo
sed to be... arebound. That was athought that bothered me to no end. Not h
im. | liked him. And | sure had afunny way of showing it, getting all pisse

d off about being asked a favor.

Deciding | needed to turn my mood around for the sake of ... whatever thisw
as, with Luke, | took command of Chey’sleash and quickened our pace, and t
hen deciding that she needed to be good and worn out before returning her,
let her off lead to play with the other dogs for awhile.
When | did make it back to Luke's apartment, | was in a much better mood,
and as requested, | let myself back in. While Chey went straight for the w
ater bowl, | gave looking around a second chance. L uke needed a garage. Or
a shop, or something. | found business cards on his bookshelf and pockete

d some of them, fully intending to pass them out. Not only because | wasb
eing akiss-ass, but also because he was talented, and | knew afew of my
own clients who would appreciate what he could do. And how could | have no
t known this about him? | wondered as | studied doghouses of various sizes
and styles. | liked learning new things about him. Gave me something to |
ook forward to. But that didn’t mean | was going to take my time learning



al of them when he was fast asegp and | was on my own to do as much snoo
ping as | wanted.

| peeked in the refrigerator first, wanting to put acuriosity I’d had to r
est. | smiled when | saw that he seemed to be a healthy eater. More fresh f
ruits and meats than take-out containers. That meant he was probably stomac
hing things like hot dogs and pizza for my sake. The thought had me further
regretting my earlier doubts. More than once he' d watched me down awhole
pie or two large sides of cheese-covered tater tots with a bewildered |ook
on his face, probably wondering where it was going. | think high metabolism
ran in my family because Audraand | both ate like that and then bragged a
bout it when we managed to gain an ounce.

He seemed to be pretty clean, despite the clutter from hisjob, which heo
bviously had a passion for. Most of his books were on building and design,
and there was a sketchbook that | flipped through that showed plans for e
verything from birdhouses to real houses, and | became more and more impre
ssed with him. He seemed to know what he wanted to do, which was more than
| could say for myself most of the time.

Once | could see past the clutter | found small things that were more perso
nal, like the pair of reading glasses he kept behind a small pot filled wit

h miniature cactuses, awallet-sized photo of awrestling team pinned to th

e side of his coffee table--one | aimost pocketed when | spotted him in the
third row--and framed pictures of people who obviously meant something to
him. They were mostly men. Two older ones that consistently popped up aroun
d his apartment. First separately, and then | began to notice them in photo
stogether. Then they were in two with Luke, and there was a third that oo
ked like a Christmas photo where they were seated in the center of the phot

0, Luke to the right and another kid off to the left--cute brunet with shor
t hair and a pissed-off expression. Probably because Chey had jumped onto t
he couch behind him, determined to lavish him with unwanted kisses just as
the camera went off.

Curious, | found myself opening the back of the frame and removing the pictu
re, finding that the inscription on the back read, Rory, Eddie, Jase and Luk

e, Christmas Eve. Putting the picture back, arranging it just how he'd had i

t | turned my attention towards the photo next to it. The only female he fou
nd deserving enough of aframe, | guessed it to be his mother. She was young
init, and | could see he got hislooks from her. Definitely the eyes, just

as blue as hiswere.
As | wondered why he didn’t have any more photos of her, perhaps more recent
, | noticed another houseplant that had a pitcher of water sitting next to i

t, asif he'd gone to do the task and had somehow gotten sidetracked. | smil
ed at that, too. Wanting to be helpful | moved towards it, but hardly had my
fingers around the pitcher before | became a little distracted myself, list



ening to the sound of a phone ringing.

My first thought was that it might wake Luke up, and turned to look toward

s his bedroom door. But, when there was nothing from him | moved towardst
he phone instead. | figured since | was already snooping, there was no har

m in going all out about it.

“Luke s phone,” | answered.

There was no dia tone, so | knew whoever it was hadn’t hung up, but when t
he silence grew for so long, | amost did.

“Who isthis?’ amale voice finally asked. He sounded young and suspicious
. Naturaly, | became suspicious back.

“Who's this?’

“l asked you first.”

| rolled my eyes. How dare he be childish.

“That doesn’t mean anything. Everyone knows that the person calling is suppo

sed to introduce themselvesfirst. It' s the polite thing to do.”

“But | wasn't calling you,” he countered.

“That'strue,” | allowed. “But since | answered “Luke's phone, you can cons
ider me astand-in. Besides. He' s slegping, so you' | have to leave a messa

ge. How can | give him oneif | don’t know who thisis?’

There was more silence for a minute, and then, “Are you his boyfriend or s

omething?’

“Areyou?’ | asked quickly. That hadn’t even occurred to me before. What if
L uke was seeing someone else? Would it even matter? | mean, it’s not like

we' d talked about that. But | wasn't seeing anyone else, damn it. He wasn't
supposed to either.

So there.

“No. You'renot,” | said, answering my own guestion. “Caller ID saysyou're
out of state. |sthat supposed to be Arizona?’

“Maybe. So who says we're not dating long distance?’

Huh? | sensed cockinessin histone. And was that a snort | heard?

“You're Rory.”

“How did you know?’ he asked, sounding disappointed, asif he' d enjoyed ann

oying me. | could totally respect that.

“He has a picture... so who are you, his brother?”’

“Something like that.”

“Mind explaining?’ | asked.

“Actually, | do. | get africkin’ headache every time| talk about it, so ask h
im. I'll just say we're family... and you're definitely the guy he' s been seein

g, right?’

“He mentioned me?’ | asked curioudly.

“That depends. Are you the ambush kisser?’

111 Ym."



“Huh. | kinda thought he was making that whole thing up.”

| smiled. “What else did he say about me?’

“1 don’t think that’s any of your business.”

“Sureitis,” | insisted. “Go ahead. Don't be shy. What did he say?”’

| got the feeling that when he laughed, he was laughing more at me than at
my words.

“Is Luke even there?’ Rory asked.

“Likel said, he's sleeping.”

“Isthat Luke?’ | heard a muffled voice in the background ask.

“No, I think he’s deeping,” Rory said to the newcomer.

“You think? 1 just told you hewas,” | said.

“But it’salmost noon,” the second voice said, farther away now.
“Who'sthat?’ | asked.

| recalled the picture again. “So... dad?’

“More like mom,” Rory remarked.

“Huh?’

“Never mind. Listen, could you do me a favor and wake him up?”’

| thought about it for aminute. “Um... no.” | wasn’t just being adick. Hone
st. Luke had asked meto let him sleep. In fact, he' d ask me to walk his dog
so he could do it. | was being helpful. Just more gracefully now than I’ d bee
nwhen | first left his apartment with Chey on her leash. “But I'll tell him

you called.”

“But | need to talk to him,” Rory replied, asif he didn’t understand the conc
ept of patience.

“He'll call you back,” | insisted. “I’ll make sure.”

“You could just bring him the phone.”

“Actualy, | can’t. It'sonacord,” | said as | wrapped that very thing around
my finger.

“Fine,” Rory said shortly. “But you better tell him. It's important.”

“I'll tell him,” 1 promised. And just to make sure, | used a stack of post-it
sand ablack marker to jot the note down for Luke and stick it on the phone.
“$0, it was nice meeting you, kinda-the-brother.”

“You too... | think. Kinda-the-boyfriend.”

| bit at my bottom lip as | listened to the click as he hung up the phone, wond
ering if it was agood ideato get rid of the kinda in that last remark.

Chapter 3 by DomL uka

A/N: Thanksto Jim for editing!

Dummy

Looking at the caller ID of my cell phone | cringed and sent the call to voice
mail.

| know. Something was seriously wrong with me.



Anyone with half a brain would’ ve told me so, and I’ d be inclined to agree
with them. My phone beeped twice, indicating | had a new message just as |
aimed to slide it back into my pocket. Curiosity got the better of me and |
slowly took a seat on the bench afew feet away from the candle shop in th

e mall, which Bree and Audra had disappeared into about five minutes ago. D
ialing voicemail, | closed my eyes and listened to the sound of Luke’ svoic

e. It was the fourth time he' d called me in aweek. Only the second time he
'd left amessage.

“Alright.” He sounded firm. Decisive. Pretty fucking annoyed. “I’m not try
ing to sound desperate so I'm not calling you anymore. | just had to ask--
what’ s your deal ? Unless something’ s wrong. If something’ s wrong call back
and tell me you're okay. Unless you have amnesia. If you have amnesia, I’

m Luke, and my number is...”

Even angry, he had the ability to make me smile. Which iswhy | was such an
idiot. After meeting Rory over the phone I’ d walked myself to Luke's room,
Chey on my heels like a nervous babysitter. After squeezing past more dog
houses I’ d stepped into asmall but organized room. A decorative blanket do
ubled as curtains to keep most of the light out. The closet door was open b

ut his clothes were hung neatly. Car keys, hiswallet and a pair of sunglas

ses sat on the nightstand, and the bed looked orderly even with himinit,
blanket folded down to leave a beige sheet to outline his slegping form.

He slept on his side, one hand raised to cover half hisface. It seemed lik

e anatural pose to him, and with tousled hair, relaxed muscles and smooth,
exposed back he looked like something | wouldn’t mind crawling into bed wi
th and snuggling up to.

At the time, that had been a disturbing thought. There were only two other
people that came to mind that I’ d ever felt that way about. It had happened
shortly after meeting James. The first time | spent the whole night with h

im. The intimacy of slegping. To know |’ d wake up with someone next to me.
Him next to me. And then there was Jude, but that was different. Before Qui
nn | crawled into his bed all the time just for the sake of being abletor

each out and know someone was close in the middle of the night. Maybe [ooki
ng for that kind of comfort from James had been a mistake. After all, the s

ex had been more comfortable with him than having to stay on my side of the
bed or else.

So maybe | didn’t have the best judgment when it came to wanting more out o

f aguy than instant gratification. Maybe | shouldn’t be thinking about L uk

e like that. Only one problem. | already was. | was looking for reasons to

be suspicious of him. Looking for reasonsto think that | was wasting my ti
mein falling for him. Because falling for him was pretty fucking scary.
Maybe that’swhy I’ d decided to get out before someone got hurt. Like me.



And this was probably the pussiest way |’ d ever gone about anything. Ever.

| wasn't this guy. | was the one who'd answer acall just to say things were
n't working out. Scratch that. | was the guy who purposely sought out other
guyswho | knew wouldn’t call at all. And it was al to avoid situations lik
e James. Like this, with Luke. Because | redlly didn’t want to find out if h
e was another James.

And yet...

| couldn’t bring myself to delete his number. Couldn’t block his calls. Wha
t | could do, was push the call-back button when voicemail gave me that opt
ion.

“Hello?’ There was a dlightly bewildered tone in hisvoice, asif he knew it
was me but couldn’t figure out why | was calling.

g he needed to in his message. | guessed he was waiting for an explanation.
“Sorry | haven't called... | got really busy.” Bullshit. The excuse wasala

me one. | didn’t doubt he thought that, too. But somehow | couldn’t bring my
self to admit that I’ d been blowing him off because | was afraid of developi
ng any real feelings for him.

“Really? | haven't seen you at the park.”

That’s because | purposely started going to another one.

“School’ s been keeping me pretty busy,” | amended. “Sorry | haven't called

My voice sounded hollow, even to me. Made me wonder why he didn’t just
hang up on me.

“But you’'re calling now,” he pointed out.

“Yeah.” So was that it? Was all forgiven? If we hung up now, would | ever e

ven talk to him again? | could sense the underlying questions between us. |

t felt the same as needing to have a good healthy argument with someone but
holding it back. Frankly, | didn’t know where to go from here. Just that |

'd called him, so | had to admit that part of me wanted to.

“ S0 some lady called yesterday, wanting some work. She said she got my n
umber from you.”

“Which one?’ | asked, grasping at the opportunity to pretend the tension was
n't there.

“Lisa something.”

| nodded like he could see me. “ She has a beagle.”

“Y ou gave out my number?”’

“1 took some of your cards,” | admitted. “I thought it would be alright.” Now
| worried that it wasn't.



Luke laughed. “Itis. | wasjust surprised, isall.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“Can we meet?’ he suddenly asked.

“Uh...” | glanced towards the candle shop, where Bree and Audra should be
finished shortly. “Now?’

“Yeah. This might sound kind of stupid, but | fedl like... | can't really ta

k to you unless I’m looking at you. Y ou know?’

| swallowed, understanding perfectly. He wanted some kind of reassurance. It
'snot that | didn’t think that Luke had feelings, too, or that | was any le

ss capable of hurting them than the next person. But truth be told, sometime

swhen | was out with him | felt like he was out of my league every time som

eone else smiled at him. I’ d felt the same way with James. Hell, even when |
was with Jude and Quinn | felt that way. | hated that about myself, especia
lly now as| was feeling surprised that L uke was asking for this. But...

“It'skind of abad time. I’'m shopping for afriend’ s birthday. | rode with s

omeone else, so | can't really get out of hereyet.” Liar, liar pants on fire

. Nothing was wrong with my legs and | doubted there would be after walking a
couple blocks to his apartment.

“Y eah? Whose birthday?’

“Um, hisname’s Jude. We' re supposed to celebrate this Saturday, so I’ve go

tta get the shopping out of the way.” | frowned, realizing | hadn’t really
mentioned any of my friends to Luke. Just Audra, because | lived with her.

Thiswas unusual for me. Made more so by the fact that L uke was exactly the
kind of guy I'd like to throw up on my shoulders and parade past everyone

| knew, al the while shouting, look what |’ ve got!

And when he responded, he sounded like he knew all that.

“Uh-huh. So why don’t I come meet you?”’

“Here?’

“Yeah. Why not? | can help you shop and maybe after we can find something
around there to do.”

“Oh... well...” | paused as | spotted Bree and Audra coming towards me, bag
sin hand and smiles on their faces.

“Taylor, look what | got...” Bree started.

As | stood from the bench, | turned away from her briefly and spoke into the
phone. “Look, likel said, it's not agood time. I'll call you later, okay?

" and risking the chance that he might not answer that call, | hung up on hi

m and turned back to my sister and Bree, who were now both looking at me fun
ny.

“Who was that?’ Audra asked.

“Noone,” | said.

“Luke?’ Bree asked. “Areyou still seeing him?’

Audraraised a brow, asif she were eager to hear the answer to that question



. | decided to change the subject.

“What would you have gotten Jude in there?’ | asked.

Bree frowned. “Nothing. But | got this.” She held up avery girly unicorn ca
ndle holder.

“And | got this,” Audra said, waving a scented candle under my nose that mad
eit turn up. “Your room needs all the help it can get.”

“Ha-ha. But what about Jude, any ideas yet?”’

“What’ s your hurry?’ Bree asked as we started walking again. “Luke?’

“No. | just don’t feel like spending al day at the mall.” | must have sounde
d too defensive, because they both laughed at me.

Breerolled her eyes. “So what are you getting Jude, Mr. Cranky?’

| shrugged. “ Sex.”

My sister blanched. “What?”’

“Not from me,” | said, and then decided to explain. “I’m getting Quinn some
new porn. He'll watch it, Jude’ll get lucky, and he'll like my gift best.”
“Eww, Taylor that's my brother you' re talking about,” Bree informed me, g
iving my shoulder a shove.

“Hey, it’s not my fault kinky runsin your family,” | remarked, and then lo
udly whispered, “| know about the handcuffs in your closet. Y ou know, the f
uzzy ones.”

Bree's mouth dropped open indignantly. “I do not have...” She stopped, real
izing that sometimes to say nothing was her best option. I'd just twist eve
rything that came out of her mouth. Thank god that for the most part, shel
iked that about me. Shaking her head in an attempt to clear it of my obnoxi
ous harassment, she hooked her arm through mine and turned us towards a sho
e store. “Never mind. I’m here to shop. Less talking. More buying.”

“Does Jude have any interests?’ Audra asked.

“Yeah,” | helped. “Quinn.”

“Pretty much,” Bree agreed.

“Maybe I'll get him something for his apartment,” Audra mused.

“That’s pretty safe,” Bree said. “Just stay clear of the kitchen. My mom got
him everything he could ever use there when she tried to cook dinner for hi
m and Quinn over there before she realized he had nothing that she could act

ually stick in the oven.”

“That still leaves options,” Audra said optimistically.

“Like sheets,” | suggested. “Y ou get him the sheets, I'll get him the sex, a
nd we can say it was from both of us.” They both pretended not to hear me, s
o | shrugged. “Since no one needs my help, I’'m out of here.”

Bree spun on me then. “Luke?’ she teased, batting her lashes and making kis
sing gestures.

In response, | narrowed my eyes at her and stuck out my tongue. Then | poi
nted at Audra, warning her not help Bree.



“But you didn’t even drive here,” Audra pointed out.

“So I'll walk. You guys call me when you know what you’ re getting for Jude
so | can tell you how much better my giftis.”

“ Taylor, Eww!” Bree reminded me.

“It'salso not my fault it’s fun to picture your brother naked,” | informed her.

“Oh, you can go away now,” Audraremarked.

“Happily,” | said, gracing them with a smile before | got out of there. The
two of them managed to leave mein alight mood most of the time, but this o
ne only lasted until | left the mall, as soon as | realized that | wasn't go

ing to change my mind about where | was going.

A little bit

| must have walked faster than | meant to, because before | knew it | wasin
front of his door, wiping a sheen of sweat from my brow as | reached out an
d rang the bell. Luke had every right to think | was a lunatic, so it wasn't

at all a surprise when he opened his door and stared at me, arms crossed an
d brow knitted. Disappointed. | could see it, and it turned those instant bu
tterflies | felt looking at him into uncomfortable knots. They became worse
when it started to look like he didn’'t even want to let mein, but then he s
tepped aside, his arm waving me in impatiently as his free hand went to push
at the blond locks falling over his forehead.

| was slow moving as | moved past the door, holding out my hand for Chey so
she could issue her standard greeting of slobbering al over my fingers.
“What are you doing here?’ Luke asked, his tone suggesting that it was une
xpected in abad way.

| met his eyes as he closed the door. The lines of hisface seemed alittle ha
rder than | was accustomed to seeing, his blue eyes were defensive and it ook
ed like he’d had hisfingersin his hair most of the day.

| tried smiling. It felt more like a grimace.

“You said you wanted to see me,” | tried.

Luke only looked at me asif he wasn't buying it.

| let out a breath. Sometimes apologies were difficult for me, like | couldn’t
quite get the words past my lipsif | didn't have a good excuse to follow it
with. In this situation, | had no excuses at all. “I didn’t mean to hang up on
you like that.”

His blond brow drew up sharply, his crossed arms tightening, flexing the mu
scles of his arms and making his t-shirt appear more snug against his chest

And obviously, he didn’t plan to say a damn thing until | hung myself.
“Alright...” | tried again. “| shouldn’t have hung up like that. If you thought

| was blowing you off... | mean, | don’t want you to think I’m trying to avoid
you, it’sjust that...”



“You're avoiding me.”

Shit. “Yeah. Maybe alittle.”

| closed my eyes momentarily, mostly to hide, and when | looked again Luke w
as moving across the living room, his eyes no longer on me as he reached for
a bottle of water he’d left on the counter and took a few swallows. | could
n't tell what he was thinking. Couldn’t read him for shit. Therewasadligh

t stiffness to his shoulders, and | couldn’t help wondering if he was trying

to hide from me alittle bit, too, as he looked over his apartment, at anyt
hing he could but me. | found myself following his gaze, over the floors, th
e sofa, the mismatched recliner...

“Will you let me ex...."” | paused as something came to my attention, and fou
nd myself frowning as | realized that his place was clean. Not that it was e
ver dirty... but now it was... clean. And missing quite afew building mater
ials and... no doghouses. “Where are...”

“lI moved them.” He shrugged, looking over the room asif he didn’t know wha
t to do with it now that there was room to walk. “This guy | share a couple
of classes with has a house. Doesn’t use his garage because he's close eno
ugh to campusto bike it. He' s letting me work out of it. Rent’s cheap.”
“Oh.”

Luke was silent for a minute, and then asked, “ So is this better?’

| looked at him. “Huh?”’

“1 figured it all scared you off,” he explained. “That maybe you thought | w
as afreak or something.”

“Why would...”

| stared at him, slack-jawed, for probably an inappropriate amount of time.
Who would have thought someone like him would care about what | thought. Y
es, I'm aware of how completely lame that sounds. But to look at him... he
was the kind of person who turned heads. | had no doubt that he was used to
getting what he wanted, who he wanted. But it wasn’'t just the way he looke
d, it was the way he looked. He had confidence. Could smile at strangersfo
r no reason and throw them off balance, all because they were probably wish
ing he’d do it again. | knew the feeling. | didn’t doubt for a second that

he had his choice of friends. Hell, his choice of guys. Three weeks of tryi

ng to run into him at the dog park and I’ d still been under the impression
that I’ d never stand a chance. Maybe that’ s why |’ d thought it best to just
steal that kiss. It's also probably why it was so hard for me to accept th

at my withdrawal over the last week was bothering him. | wasn't like Luke.

| figured | was easy to get over. James obviously thought so. And for Luke
to put thought into what | thought of his apartment... what | thought of th
eway helived...

| felt like afucking ass for him thinking I’ d be that much of a.... snob.

“I liked all the clutter... | mean, | like this, too...” | found myself babbli



ng, not wanting him to think | was now complaining after all the trouble he to
ok to move everything out. “It didn’t bother me... and you' re not afreak. Tru
st me, | know athing or two about freaks, and you... thisis not the reason w
hy | haven’'t been calling you,” | finally said, waving over the area.

“Yeah. You said you' ve been busy,” Luke said. There was a coldnessin hisv
oice as he plopped down on his couch and lifted the remote, turning on the

television asif to dismiss me and any other excuse | might have. | felt he
Ipless as | watched him abuse the remote control with his fingertips, obvio
usly not paying attention to what he was trying to do because he kept flipp
ing the same two channels back and forth. “What | don’t get... is how you w
ere busy twenty minutes ago but not busy now.”

“1 told you, | was shopping with some friends...”

| took a step towards the sofa but stopped when his eyes snapped to mine. “|
need to ask you a question.”

| blinked. “Okay...”

“Y our friends, do they know about you and... other guys? Like, they know yo
u’re gay, right? Because when we' ve been out | get the feeling you don’t gi

ve a shit who sees, so...”

“Yeah,” | cut him off, wondering where thiswas going. “I don’'t keep it fro
m them. No reason to.”

“Okay. So that’s not why you didn’t want me to meet you today?’

“Huh?’

Luke sighed, asif exasperated that he had to explain things to me. “ So, wa
sone of your friends another guy? | mean, you obviously have the right to
see whoever you want, but it would be nice to have a heads-up about it, you
know?’

| couldn’t help the sudden laughter that bubbled up, and had to do my best to
bite it back. Luke didn’'t seem to appreciateit. “I’m not laughing at you,” |
said quickly, finally brave enough to take a seat on the sofa. “It’sjust, if

you had any idea...”

“S0... give mean idea,” Luke said when | failed to keep talking. “Because I’

ve gottatell ya, you're confusing the shit out of me. When | met you, | didn
't know what to think of you. But, turnsout | like you. Infact, | like you

so much that for the last month I’ ve spent every free moment outside of schoo
| and work with you...” Luke paused, shaking his head at himsalf. | just sat
there feeling stupid. Asfrightening as developing feelings were, It hadn't
elt like we were seeing alot of each other. But then, my free time, and his
freetime varied on alevel | hadn’t taken into account. “Look, Taylor, obvio
usly you're here, so I'm thinking that we' re doing something, but...”

“If it helps,” | said quickly, turning my kneestowards him, “I like you, to

0, and thereisn’t another guy.” Hell, even if there was | doubted I'd get t
hrough one date without wishing | was with the hot blond that smiled against



my mouth when | kissed him and liked it when | stared at his assin public.
Besides, even if my only attempt at areal relationship had been with James
, I’d never been the type to go behind anyone' s back, and no one else had ev
er lasted long enough for me to have to worry about more than one guy at at
ime. Jude had once told me | was a slut, but then said | was at least an hon
est dlut. Still don’t know if | should be offended about that.
“Then... why are you afraid to introduce me to your friends?’
“Huh?’
“It's been over amonth,” Luke pointed out. “I mean, | only know afew peop
le around here, and | don’t really hang out with them, but if | did...” he
paused, frowning. “Why does it seem like every time we go out somewhere | g
et the feeling we' re only going places where you go... with me? | mean, you
know | like to get outside, so we're doing that alot... movies are movies
... | wanna get to know you. | want... to go somewhere where you like to go
, with people you like to hang out with.”
“Oh.” That sounded simple enough. Except it really fucking wasn't.
11 &?l
“S0? | repeated, lost as | considered what he was asking.
“Areyou going to tell me why that’s been a problem for you?’ he asked.
Because | don’'t want you to meet my friends. They’re mine, and damniit, I’
| tell them the same thing about you.
“It’snot aproblem,” | insisted, wondering if | should start carrying around
toilet paper for all the bullshit that came out of my mouth. “It'snot,” | rep
eated when he didn’t look convinced.
L uke turned his attention to Chey when she rested her head in hislap and h
e rubbed at her wrinkled forehead. When he glanced at me again, his eyeswe
re softer, lashes heavy over the blue as his tongue ran over his bottom lip
“Yeah?
“Yeah,” | agreed. “We can go somewhere | like to go... whatever.” Whatever,
| just wanted to do things with him. At least that was honest. And now tha
t 1 could admit it to myself, | wondered how | was going to go about avoidi
ng the butterflies without ignoring his phone calls.
If | only had abrain
If Luke had a super power, | think it would be his ability to smell good all
the time. He was musky and clean. And maybe there was alittle bit of wood
chipping and Chey in there, too. But it was always pleasant, regardless. His
car smelled like him. His house smelled like him and his jacket smelled lik
e him as | buried my nose in the collar of it and closed my eyes. He was sti
|| wearing this particular jacket, and | think it was my breath on his neck
that made him tremble and hold onto me alittle tighter.
| felt his fingers at the nape of my neck, and then his thumb at my jawline,
turning my face until his mouth came into contact with mine. Second super pow



er. He tasted good after finishing off a plate of super salty fries. But mayb

el just didn’t notice because I’ d eaten some, too.

| felt his tongue flick against mine for the briefest moment before his mou

th moved up over my cheek and finally pressed a kissto my forehead. “1 don
't think we' re fitting in anymore,” he whispered.

“S0?’ | didn’'t see hispoint. | liked the feeling of lightheadedness develo
ping as | pressed my body closer to his, absorbing warmth and the sensation
of every contour beneath his clothes becoming physically visible asthey r
ubbed against me. Sliding my hand down from his back it came to rest agains

t where hisjeans sat low on his hip, my fingers curling beneath the edge o

f the denim.

| might have pulled him closer by his pants, because a huff of amused laug
hter escaped L uke before he kissed me again. Unfortunately, when he pulled
back this time he meant business, moving his body a safer distance from m
ine, which gave me the opportunity to regard our surroundings more closely

The club was loud tonight, and hardly the best environment for a slow dance,
though as | found myself following the lines of his body from beneath hist
ight-fitting shirt to the snugness of hisjeans against the devel oping bulge
in his pants, | might have needed more convincing on that point, because |
reached for him again. Luke took the opportunity to slip his hand into mine,
bringing me to meet his eyes. There was a soft expression to his face, the
ever-present amusement still in his eyes, the slight upwards slant to histe
mptingly kissable mouth. | was so glad we' d decided to do this. At least, |
had been until he led me over to atable, sat me down and walked away to get
us something to drink.
The moment he left me alone the spell of simply being near him was gone, th
e comfort level 1'd felt since our conversation at his apartment eluding me
just as quickly. Guilt was setting in as | looked around, knowing | had hi
m convinced that this setting was something | wanted to share with him. Bec
ause the truth was, it wasn't.
At thetime it had seemed like a good idea. He wanted to get to know me. |
doubt he had in mind he meant he wanted to know where | went to pick up guy
s when the urge struck. It still hadn’t seemed like such a bad idea when we
were able to have some fun right off the bat. Ninety percent of the patron
sin the bar were gay, leaving the atmosphere open and friendly. Luke had |
oved it. He'd smiled at me, laced his fingers through mine and walked into
the club with me. Together. This was the same club I'd met James at, and no
w | was all too aware that when we' d come here he’d be with me... for all o
f ten seconds before he saw someone he just had to talk to and | got ditche
d.
L uke was a completely different experience. Even in the crowd | got agla



nce back. A smile. When he found a shorter line el sewhere he gestured so

| knew where he would be. He was there with me, and it showed. It made me
wonder why the hell I’ d brought him here.

Good time.

Yes.

Smile on hisface.

Yes.

It was all so wrong.

Double yes.

It was the setting, | realized as my eyes followed a brunette passing my tabl
e, smiling at me. | felt defensive. Maybe it showed, because he didn’t stop.
Good. Protective might have been a better word. Of me. Of Luke. Of whatever t
hiswas. It felt insulting, to have brought him there. | wasn't sure he would
have thought | was very rational had | brought it up, so | had no intention

to. Too early into the relationship for him to figure out what alunatic | ca

n be.

| wished he’ d just come back to the table. If he did, maybe the anxiety | w

as suddenly feeling would go away.

My eyes sought him out, and | found myself frowning momentarily when | co
uldn’t see him at first. Too much of a crowd. Too many bodies clashing on
the dance floor to sort through.

But then there he was, accepting two bottles of vitamin water from awaitres
swithout even looking at her because he was looking at me. Under the dim i
ghts, at that distance | couldn’t make out the blue in his eyes, yet | knew

it was there because | couldn’t picture him without it. Blue. Perfect. So fu
cking hard to read. Especially now, because he wasn't smiling anymore.
There was something in his expression that seemed distant. Burned. Like he’
d just read my mind and knew | didn’t really want him there. Not this place

Reason told me that all | had to do wastell him | wanted to leave. We coul

d walk out the door together, away from my past, and I’ d escape the dark fe
eling that was slowly coming on, slowly smothering me.

Having acquired beverages | watched him move towards me, and then | watched
him stop, his weight shifting from one foot to another, a more calculating
expression crossing hisfeatures. | found it bothersome felt myself movin

g to the edge of my seat, frowning as | gave asmall wave. Hedidn't seem t
0 seeit. He was looking in my direction, but not at me.

A forearm suddenly blocked my view of him, and | resisted the urge to outri
ght shoo it away as | attempted to look around it, but a shadow was looming
now, Luke was gone, and the scent of afamiliar and pleasant cologne invad
ed my nostrils. | forced my eyes up, unable to avoid the inevitable.



His eyes were still green. Why wouldn’t they be? But somehow, they’d lost so
me of their shine. The thought relieved me as | leaned back in my seat, sudd

enly aware of every little expression that crossed my face as| tried to mai
ntain control. Tried to look as nonchalant as possible. | must have failed m
iserably because hislip turned up the way it did every time he got exactly

what he wanted.

“What did you do to your hair?” James asked.

My fingers twitched where | held my hands carefully under the table, wanting

to run through it in an act of insecurity. For a second | pictured myself oo
king the way | did the last time | looked in amirror before switching from b
lack to red. Too pale. Too tired. Not at all flattering.

| swallowed any explanation | might have given him in self-defense, and

was proud when | forced myself to narrow my eyes. Look unfriendly. “What
do you want, James?”’

His handsome face turned disapproving. He didn’t like my tone. Good. | thin
K.

“Areyou serioudly still avoiding me?’ he asked. His hand dlid across the ta
ble, too close to me. He wanted to touch me. | leaned further back in my sea

t, knowing that to tolerate even the slightest contact with his fingers woul

d beamistake. | think for asecond | actually believed if it happened I'd

feel an unimaginable jolt and the next thing | knew 1’ d be back to taking ou

t trash and wondering when he was going to call me. | felt myself take adee
p breath.

“We'rekindaover,” | said, wishing that my voice sounded stronger than it
did. | felt myself looking over my shoulder, half wishing that Bree would a
ppear in apuff of smoke and chase him away. She' d do a better job than | w
as doing.

“Doesn’t have to be that way,” James insisted. “It was nice when we were..

. friendly. Remember?’

His voice sounded more seductive than it had when we were together. | didn’t
know if | should resent it, or run screaming from it. All | knew was that a

s he pulled out a chair to sit down, my level of alarm skyrocketed as| trie

d to remember every example of why that was areally, really bad idea.
“Don’t do that,” | heard myself say. Good. | hadn’t gone comatose yet. But
my attitude seemed to need an adjustment when it came to the temper that

| knew should be flaring right now. It peaked somewhat when it became clea
r that he wasn’'t going to listen to me.

But he did stop, only it wasn’t because of me.

| caught the beverage that suddenly dlid across the table in my direction, b
ecause not doing so would have put it right in my lap. | looked up and stopp
ed breathing around the time | could see Luke again, smiling again. | tried

to mirror it, but couldn’t even get my mouth to turn up. | probably looked ¢



reepy for a minute there, but that was hardly a concern as| studied the blo
nd for any sign of tension and found none.
Except for his eyes. Maybe his eyes were alittle harder, but it could have
been the lighting. Probably was the lighting. My frown deepened as | reali
zed he was looking at James... James was smiling at him, and | knew the eff
ect of that smile. My ex was suddenly athreat in more ways than one, and b
efore | could stop myself, | swung my foot under the table, aiming for him.
| cussed when all | hit was a cold, hard table leg. They both looked at me.
James smug, L uke questioning. But no one asked for an explanation as their
attention turned back to each other. James made the first move, his hand o
ut as he introduced himself. Luke responded in kind.
“Do | know you from somewhere?’ James asked him when | finally remembe
red to breathe.
“Probably not,” Luke replied. “I’'m good with faces, and haven’'t been aroun
d here that long, anyway.”
James full out grinned, amusement lacing his voice. “That explains why you
're hanging out with Taylor.”
| might have been insulted by that if | wasn't so concerned with the way Jam
eswas still holding Luke’s hand.
“Who are you again?’ Luke asked, his hand sliding away from James'. | felt
instantly better, until | looked up and found that Luke's smile had changed
. He looked predatory to me, head cocked every so dightly, asif to feign
mterest--very convincingly--in every word out of James mouth. | might hav
e believed it, too, if the glance Luke suddenly gave me hadn’t been so cold
it shocked me back to my senses and | stood up.
“Jamesis...” | started, but froze up again when they both looked at me exp
ectantly--Luke for longer than James, whose eyes moved back appraisingly to
my date, and not in away that suggested he was checking out the competiti
on. Something about that hurt me more than | cared to think about. But | su
ppose it was to be expected. James always did like pretty things.
“We'refriends,” James finished for me, eyes still on Luke. “So when did y
ou two meet?’
Luke didn’t answer, but suddenly gestured to the chair James had been pull
ing out. “Wannasit down?”’
Oh, fuck that.
“Actually, guys,” | said, “I’ ve gotta get going. Early morning tomorrow.”
James looked smug as he glanced my way. The same way he’ d looked the night
we met when he interrupted a conversation with another guy I’ d just met. It
had been obvious who he' d been interested in then, and that guy had given
up easily. | hadn’t thought much of it then. | looked at it awhole lot dif
ferently now. | wasn't going to be that guy. Just picturing Luke with James
... James with Luke... it was amiracle that it didn’t turn me on, but not



so much of onethat it actually made me feel sick.

“Can you still give me aride home?’ | didn’t hesitate to ask Luke.

He looked at me like he found that question particularly baffling, and | fel

t ashamed to be equally surprised by his quick response. “Y eah,” he said as
he lifted the same bottled drink he’ d just placed on the table and gave Jame

safriendly nod. “Um... nice meeting you.”

“Yeah,” Jamesreplied, not bothering to show theirritation | knew he was feel
ing. “I’'m herealot. Maybe I'll seeyou again. In fact....”
| winced when | ground my teeth together so hard that it pained my earslike
nails on chalkboard. Sonofabitch. Asshole who | wished a curse upon, or at

the very least, a nice case of genital warts.

| watched Luke carefully as James picked up a napkin, and with the pen he

never left home without, wrote down his phone number. There was no indicat

ion from the blond that he was annoyed as he patiently waited, and the sma

|| smile that crossed his mouth felt unpleasantly devastating as James han

ded it over.

“Call meif you ever wanna hang out,” James told him, and then whispered,

loud enough for me to hear, and way too close to Luke' s ear, “| can show y

ou afew things Taylor can't.”

Again | looked to Luke for areaction. Any. But there was none as he turned
his attention away from James to glance at me before he led the way out of
the club.
| followed.

It wasn't like it had been coming in. There were no smiles, glances, whispe

red conversation or touching. | was there alone again. Only this felt worse
than being abandoned, left to my own devices, because all | wanted aswe w

alked out into the cool night air was for Luke to turn around and look at m

e. Show me that what had just occurred meant nothing. At the very least, |

wanted him to slow his pace to indicate he wanted me walking with him, but

he didn’t bother stopping until we'd reached his Jeep.

He went straight to the passenger side, turned then, like he was blocking t

he door. Blocking me out. He didn’t seem so unreadable now. The creasesin

his forehead, the way his blond brows were drawn down as he chewed at thei

nside of hislip all made it impossible for him to hide his agitation.

| took a step forward, and when his eyes narrowed on me in warning that he w

asn't ready for that, | ignored it and took another step as| slid my hands

into my pockets.

“I didn’t know we'druninto him,” | said. | knew | should be apologizing f

or something. Like the fact that | never should have brought him to this par

ticular club in the first place. If there was nothing for me to feel guilty

about, then | probably wouldn’t have been thinking about it before James eve

r made his appearance. But why explain, when Luke, on some level, looked lik



e he aready understood that?

“You still don’t want me to meet your friends,” he finally said, more accep

tance in his tone than anger. “ That’s why you brought me here... Did you at
least think we'd have a good time?’

“l wanted to,” | said honestly.

L uke made a move towards me this time, the toes of his boots stopping less

than afoot from mine. “I was,” he admitted, voice dropping subtly. “Is he

the reason why you couldn’t?’

“It'snot like that,” | said quickly. | withdrew my hands from my pockets, bu

t avoided touching him just yet. “1 was having a good time with you. It’sjus

t..."
“Him,” Luke said. He glanced away just briefly, asif it would hide the frustr
ation that crossed his features. “Is that who you're waiting for meto turnin
to?’

“What?' | wasn't sure what else to say. Too stunned to think of more when he
"d just thrown out the biggest thing | never wanted to admit to him. When hi

s expectant gaze didn’t relent, | felt myself swallow and tried again. “List

en, it's hard to explain... James...”

“How long were you with him?’ Luke interrupted.

| sighed. “For awhile.”

“How long ago?’

“What does it matter, Luke?’ Maybe | had no right to it, but | wasfeeling i
rritated, too. | didn’t want an interrogation. Not now. Not when | wasn't th
inking clearly enough to know if I’d been hurt by James again, or if | wasj

ust angry with him. Not when | wasn't sure if Luke even had aright to that
guestion.

“How long ago?’ he repeated, his voice becoming something close to awhispe
r, his blue eyes giving away that regardless of whether he had aright to i

t or not, the answer was important to him.

Realizing this made me not want to tell him. But then at this point, it was the
least | could do.

“Not long.”

| felt like I’ d sealed my fate with that bit of honesty. Probably would have
thought it was pretty fucking stupid, too, if | wasn't there to see just ho

w much my revelation bothered him. Maybe it even cost him something. | didn’
t understand it, but | understood the look he gave me perfectly. So perfectl

y, that his next words were almost entirely unnecessary as he rocked back an

d forth on his heels.

“Um... could you... do you mind getting another ride? I’ ve gotta... go.”

My first thought was that it wouldn’t be anything to walk home from where w
e were standing. But that faded just as soon as he turned and | realized he
wasn’'t waiting for aresponse. My hand reached out, fingers taking the sle



eve of his coat. Saying nothing, he glanced back at me.
“Yeah,” | told him. “I do mind.”

Chapter 4 by DomL uka

A/N: Thanksto Jim for editing!

In the past isn’'t always in the past

| was encouraged when we reached his apartment, despite the fact that he h
adn’t spoken aword to me since we got in hisjeep and drove away from the
club. I figured if he really wanted to be rid of me he could have just dr

iven me home and dropped me off. Things grew even more promising when he m
ade no objections as | followed him to his door. He hadn’t exactly encoura
ged me, either, but till...

The real test came when he stepped inside and | waited to see if he’d simply
close the door on me. He didn’t. Just left it open as he walked into his plac
e towards the kitchen as an excited Chey kept close to his heels, waiting for
him to greet her.

| let myself in lowly, closed the door behind myself with equal precaution

. Luke had made his way to the kitchen and was staring into the fridge when
| caught up to him.

“Luke?’

He looked over his shoulder, his expression unreadable.

“l do have apast,” | said, just in case that revelation was a shock to him.

He turned back to the refrigerator and | heard him sigh. When he straighten
ed and faced me again, he had beer. When he handed me one | took that as a
good sign. Angry men didn’t tend to share their beer. But even as he opened
his, | put mine down on the shelf, needing more than a cold bottle as invi
tation to stick around. When he met my eyes, | watched him from across the
counter, waiting patiently.

“My past includes falling for alot of wrong guys,” he finally said, soundin
g amost bored with himself.

| frowned. “Luke...”

“I"m not exaggerating,” he interrupted. “Like, I'm theidiot who falls for the
straight guy.”

“That’ s one thing you don’t have to worry about with me,” | assured him. “F
al away.” | held out my arms asif to catch him. He didn’t seem to think |
was very funny so | allowed them to fall back to my sides.

“That guy’s still my best friend,” he informed me, and | felt myself wince
for him as he drank on his beer. “And then there’ s the one who got me arres
ted on my birthday. It wasn't asfun asit sounds,” he added, reading my ne
xt reaction. “And you...” he shook his head, seeming bemused.

| frowned. “And me?”’

“You'restill hung up on your ex,” he informed me accusingly, al the whil



e looking disgusted with himself. “Who, by the way, isajerk.” | watched
him remove the phone number James had given him only to watch him roughly
tossit in the wastebasket. | kept to myself how relieved | was when hisb

lue eyes snared me again, his hand waving helplessly at thetrash. “That’'s
the guy who's been on your mind.” His tone was both disbelieving and insu
lted.

| took abreath. “Do | get to say something now?’ | asked cautiously.
With his beer in hand, he rolled his eyes at my question and headed to his
sofato do that indecisive thing with his remote again, waving Chey away wh
en she sought attention.

“That wasn't all entirely accurate,” | informed him as | approached the back
of the sofa.

He glanced back at me, clearly begging to differ but not so rude that he'd ¢
ompletely deny hearing me out, so | continued. “I do think about him,” | adm
itted. “But it’s not the way you think. | think about... alot of things, no

t so great things. Y ou saw how he talks to me. Compared to our relationship,
tonight was actually kinda mild. Trust me, you’re not the only one who fall
sfor the wrong guys.”

He looked at me again, this time more curious, and | became comfortable enou
gh to move to the couch where | sat next to him, my eyes turning to the flip
ping channelsjust as hisdid. | heard him let out a breath, and then slowly

he said, “Liking you... freaks me out. | can’t handle another guy being ash
amed of me. It took along timeto figure out | don’t deserve that, and goin

g back...”

“Um... my ex just hit on you in front of me. Last week agirl raninto ado

or trying to check you out and I’ m pretty sure apart from not returning you

r calls for aweek, you know you can flash anipple at me and I'll do anyth
ing you want me to, because I’ m that disgustingly whipped every time |’'m wi
thin five feet of you; so where the hell would you get the idea |’ m ashamed
to be with you? Better yet, what dumb-ass would be?’

Luke frowned. “I’m not talking about... attraction,” he replied, not needing

to argue with anything I'd said. “It'sme.... at least, for the longest time

| thought it was. There was another guy once. When | was with him, it was gre
at, just like it iswith you. Then I'd call him, and he wouldn’t call back.”

He looked at me pointedly, and | felt the guilt | deserved as | realized that

| wasn't the only one worrying about falling prey to past mistakes. “When he
finally did it was too easy to forgive him. We'd go out, and he'd flirt with
other people, and | could be standing right next to him and he still didn’t
want me to have anything to do with hisfriends. | let him know me better tha
n anyone elsedid and in the end | still had no ideawho he was, except that
everything he knew about me turned into a weapon. | won’t go back there.”

| frowned, easily understanding how he’d relate my actionsto his past. But



| didn’t know how to explain to him that he shouldn’t be worried about me
hurting him, that my concern was him hurting me. So | placed my hand on the
sofa between us, palm up, just the way that Jude did. | waited for him to
take it just as Quinn would, because if he took it, for just a moment every
thing would be just fine.

“You don’'t have to go back there,” | said. “And | want you to know my friends
" He started to protest, asif he felt | was blowing smoke up his ass, but |
interrupted it. “I just want to make sure... | don’t want to... James didn’t

like them. Actually, the feeling was pretty mutual, and it was easier to kee

p him separate.”

L uke studied me for amoment, attempting to dissect that. He looked annoye
d. Offended. But whatever he wanted to say, he ultimately kept to himself

as he placed his hand over mine. “Okay.”

“Okay?’ | repeated, uncertain of what conclusion we'd just come to.

“Okay,” he said again, meeting my eyes. “ So keep me separate... but don't p
retend | only exist when it’s convenient for you.”

Therewas awarning in his expression, and | felt myself frowning as| cons
dered hiswords. He was taking everything all wrong, and | was frustrated th
at it was probably my fault.

“That’snot....” 1 held my breath for a moment, let it out slowly, and then me
t hiseyes. “I don’'t want to keep you separate,” | explained. “ That’sjust it.

.. | don’'t want another James. | want...”

“You don’'t know what you want,” he said when it took too long for meto co
ntinue. “It’s what you' re showing me... you treat me like I'm James.”

Now, there was athought. Frankly, | knew | should feel bad over that remark
, but al I could think for avery long moment was that despite hisissuesw
ith my friends, | hadn’t treated James bad at all. Often times I’ d thought f

or him more than | thought for myself. Thinking about it, | came to the sudd
en conclusion that Luke waswrong. | didn’t treat him like I’ d treated James

. I"d treated James better.

That, was something to feel guilty over. | was so busy trying to protect my
fragile feelings that | was making Luke pay for James's mistakes, and he was
n't even reaping any of the benefits.

Again, | didn't know how to explain my reasoning to him, nor did | really w
ant to. Soinstead | held his hand tighter when he attempted to remove it f
rom mine.

“Are you doing anything on Saturday?’ | asked.

He shrugged, looking annoyed. He probably assumed | was trying to changet
he subject. “Work in the morning,” he explained. “1’ll probably meet up wi
th my study group later in the afternoon.”

“Around six o' clock,” | said, “we’'ll be having alittle get-together for Ju

de. His boyfriend’s mom is throwing it--she’ s been trying to make gestures



lately. The whole gay thing with her son has had her head spinning for awh
ile. Do you wanna come with me?”’

L uke looked skeptical. “ Do you want me there?”

| sighed. “My friends want to meet you.”

“That’s not what | asked,” he pointed out, and then raised a blond brow. “

Y our friends know about me?’

“Well... my sister knows about you. Bree knows about you, which pretty much
means they all know. If they don’t... then | want them to.” Because | coul

d beready for that. | think.

It was all worth it, anyway, when Luke smiled again, and then kissed me.
Nice to meet you

It occurred to me running into James was an experience that was as good as
forgotten. In fact, | couldn’t think of one reason for why I'd want to thin

k about him as | stretched out on Luke' s living room floor enjoying every m
inute of him winning at a card game. | would have enjoyed it more if | was
winning, but only because he'd announced: loser loses his shirt.

And just in case there’' s any mistaking it, my head is awaysin the gutter. Lik
e, dl the time. At three in the morning and Luke polishing off atwelve-pack,
it was alittle extrain the gutter.

And then the phone rang.

My first thought was wondering who would be calling him in the middle of th
e night, but | only smiled back at him as he forced himself off the floor t

0 go answer. After a short greeting, | forced myself to roll onto my back a

s | watched him greet Jase, afamiliar enough name.

“... yeah, obvioudly I'm still up,” Luke said into the phone as herolled h
iseyesin my direction, hinting that he was amused. “... Never mind why |’
m up. What are you doing up? | thought you were supposed to be old.”

| smiled at his banter as | pretended to look at his cards, and then laughed
when he threw a ballpoint pen at my head.

“Why would Rory call me?’ Luke asked, his back suddenly to me as he gave th
e call hisfull attention. “Y ou’re the only one who'd do that in the middle

of the night... Jase, relax. You didn’'t lose him.... Did you guys have af

ight or something?.... Then he’s mad at Eddie, not you, and if Eddie’s out

of town there’ s no way Rory took off on you. He probably fell asleep at Set
h's and has no idea he’ s missing.” Luke turned back so | could see that he
definitely was amused, and he shook his head patiently. “If you already tho
ught of that, then why are you calling me?’

Whatever Jase’ s response was, Luke didn’t seem to like it as he mumbled un
der his breath and released an exaggerated sigh. “Fine. Give it a minute.”
Then, he simply hung up and stared at the phone.

“What’swrong?’ | asked.

“Family crap,” he replied, and then picked up the phone again. | sat up to



watch him, wondering if the way | found his fingers sexy as he dialed a num
ber would be considered creepy. When L uke spoke into the phone again it was
in awhisper, asif afraid anything louder would be considered an offense.
“Seth?’ There was a pause, and then he released a sigh of relief. “Cooal. |

was afraid I’ d get your parents... yeah, | know. Sorry, | know it’s late..

.. Yeah, I'm calling for Jase again.” Luke listened for a moment and then |
aughed, nodding his head in agreement. | found myself smiling at the way he
moved his hand through his hair, tugging at his curls. He caught me and sm
iled back. “L ook, Seth, could you just... please, wake Rory up and tell him

to call home... Of course he's gonna get his ass chewed.... Uh-uh. Not my
problem. Tell him to call Jase.... Thanks. Bye.”

Luke rolled his eyes and sighed as he turned to give me his full attention agai
n. “Sorry about that. Rory is....”

“Kindathe brother,” | said helpfully.

Luke laughed at that. “Right. And a drama magnet.” | watched as he moved ba
ck towards me and reclaimed his position on the floor. “He getsinto it wit

h his dad at least once amonth. Big fights.” Luke smiled to himself. “I ki
ndamissit.”

“Jaseishisdad?’ | asked, remembering Rory’s commentstheonetimel’d s
poken to him over the phone. If they didn’t get along, it would make sense

“No, Eddie’ s hisdad. Jase is my cousin.”

“And you all lived together?’ | asked absently, my attention having been tu
rned to his sock-covered foot, which had landed not far from me. | found my
self reaching out to pull it into my lap, smiling at the way he laughed whe

n my palm covered his heel.

“Yep,” he answered. “Eddie and Jase raised me... Rory came along a lot late
r.”

“Eddie and Jase,” | repeated, watching his toes wiggle beneath cotton when

| tickled them. And then the idea of two grown men and two teenage boysliv
ing under the same roof occurred to me, and | felt the odd expression cross
my face before he laughed at it and | met his eyes.

“Four gays under the same roof isn’t anywhere near as fun as you might thin
kit iswhen you'rerelated to all of them in one way or another,” Luke com
mented.

“That’s still an interesting... upbringing,” | decided. “Could see why it give
s Rory aheadacheto explainit.”

Luke' s brows drew together. “Huh?’

“Never mind,” | said, pulling hisfoot closer. “How come you never mention
edit?

L uke frowned. “ Because when | tell people my cousin raised me they usually



ask where my parents are, and it’ s not exactly atopic that impresses the g
uys!'mredlly into.”

| found myself smiling at his choice of words, the way his eyes were capable
of softening on me despite our trouble earlier in the evening. “ At this poi

nt | don’t think | could be unimpressed,” | informed him.

He seemed to consider my invitation to tell me anything he wanted to, and f
inally shrugged. But, despite my claim not to be bothered by anything he co
uld say, | found myself frowning over the first words out of his mouth.

“My mom died when | was young.”

| guessit seemed alittle strange to me that he hadn’t mentioned that in p
articular before, especially since during our first meetings together when

he' d asked about me living with Audral’d openly told him about the untimel
y death of my own parents and explained my aversion to fire. | suppose it w
asunfair to feel offended that he hadn’t bothered to confide in me then, b

ut | couldn’t help but wonder why he'd want to hide it. | suppose Luke seem
ed to be the type who didn’t like any kind of pity pointed in his direction

. Or maybe the way I’ d been acting since we met had caused him to hold back
. That, anyway, | couldn’t fault him for.

“I'm sorry,” | said.

He shrugged. “It was along time ago... and it’s not like you don’t know how
it feels, right?’

| nodded. “Right.”

L uke pulled his foot gently from my grasp and scooted himself closer until h
e was seated next to me. “I miss her,” he admitted. “But | don’t think thing
sgot good for me until I moved in with Jase. | was happy, you know? And it
was easier to... not think about my dad... he'sinjail.”

Luke's eyes shifted in my direction, asif waiting for areaction. It took m

e amoment to come up with one that didn’t involve prying questions. “Oh...
and that doesn’t impress the guys?’

Luke smiled. “Not really... my dad doesn’t really impress me, either. He's ne
ver really wanted to get to know me, anyway. | tried... when | wasllittle. It
didn’t go so well. Um... when Rory called, the day you answered, it wasto t
ell mel got aletter from my father.” Luke smiled to himsalf. “I think it’s
driving him nuts that | wouldn’t let him open it.”

“What did it say?’ | asked curioudly.

“l don’t know. | haven't decided if | want Jase to send it.”

“Oh.” I'm not sure what else | could have said. There was an odd expression o
n hisface, and | wondered if it was there to hide what he was fedling. It's
not like he was asking me for my opinion, and even if he had been, | don't th
ink 1'd be the right person to give it since I’ d do anything to be able to he

ar from my own father like that.

| don’t think Luke expected anything more from me, since suddenly a familiar



smile was touching his face as he lifted the deck of cards and started shuf
fling again. “We should finish this game before the sun rises, and your shir
t's coming off.”

“Yeah,” | agreed, but found myself taking the cards from him and tossing th
em asidein amessy pile. “ So, you win.”

He laughed as | pulled my shirt up, and he was kissing me before | had it o
ver my head. The carpet in my apartment was coarse on my back when it lande
d there, but | didn’t care as | felt him leading my hand under his own shir

t, his skin hot and smooth against my hand before | froze as his fingers mo
ved over astretch of scar tissue on my wrist that always seemed uglier to
me when someone discovered it. | felt him tracing the same lines | did ever
y night before | went to bed, but he didn’t ask, or wait for an explanation

. He moved on slowly until his hand was on my side and his eyes met mine.

That’swhen | knew we weren't going slow anymore. It seemed like odd... timin
0, | guess. When it came to Luke sometimes it was hard to tell if we werem
oving forward or moving back. | figured I’ d take most of the responsibility
for that. When it came to where we were going now, | figured | was over-th
inking things. It tended to be alot easier to let a guy into my pants than

it was to let aguy into my life. But, Luke wasn’'t just aguy.

“Okay,” | decided, not sure | meant to say that out loud when the corner o

f his mouth quirked upwards and he cocked his blond head at me

“1 didn’t say anything.”

“That’s okay,” | replied, earning myself another odd look. “L ook... we should
start over, okay? | want to be different... than I’ ve been with you.”
Confused, Luke started pulling away but | pulled him right back. “Not that di
fferent,” | corrected, and then rolled my eyes at myself. “I'll try to explai
nlater.” And when | pulled his mouth back to mine, | felt his gentle laugh a
gainst it as we went back to kissing. | liked kissing him, and there was noth
ing left to think about.

| was okay with being naked. | was okay with being naked on Luke's couch.
We' d moved there after he’ d noticed a case of rug burn developing on my el
bow from his scratchy carpet. He' d effectively used the opportunity betwee
n getting from there to here to help me out of the rest of my clothes.

He' d forgotten the sock on my right foot, but | wasn’t going to nitpick. How
ever, | think | would have liked it better if Luke was naked with me.

Believe me, the trouble wasn’t because | wasn't trying to get him there. I'd
made more than one reach for his securely zipped-up pants. It was his hands
that continued to get in my way, guiding my fingers to his chest, his face,
even through his hair. There wasn't an inch above his narrow waist that | h
adn’t touched. | was sure he'd like the resultsif he’d just let me touch be
low it. It was almost frustrating, but then, | couldn’t be bothered with mor



e than one frustration at atime as he deepened our kiss and pulled me more
closaly against him, until my cock was jumping against his thigh.
Frustrating, indeed. It felt like | wanted to move everything along faster,
greedy for the finale, but knew | needed to slow down before my excitement
caught up to me. That would be embarrassing. | figured | had plenty of tim
e to embarrass myself with him, and not wanting to start tonight, | moved m
y hands to his waist--knowing now that he wasn’t ready for me to go below i
t--and pushed him away, lifting my head to follow his lips with mine, not w
anting him to think | wanted to stop altogether.

Control. | needed some of that. But he smelled good, and he was soft even
when his muscles were moving under my fingers, each time sending a thrill
through me as | moved my tongue against his. And that was just me touching
him. He dlid his fingers against my thigh, just inches away from the part

of me that was most impatient. Too close to keep trying the whole control
thing.

| suddenly wished that we' d just done this on our first date. Before | cared
what he thought about me. The lights probably would have been off. | wouldn
't be thinking so much. I’d know the lyricsto “99 bottles of beer on the wa
[I” and I’ d be using them every time | needed to take a step back and avoid

a premature end to the physical part of the night; and he definitely wouldn’

t have seen the look on my face that indicated | was completely losing it.

But he did see it, and his eyes glazed over before he moved his mouth to my
neck, asmall groan escaping him as he dlid his knees onto the floor. Ever

ything about him was a turn-on as he took me into his mouth for afew short
moments before everything in the room turned into white lights.

The tension in my body relieved, | found myself reaching for him, pulling
him closer until his mouth covered mine again. | only realized those locke
d-up jeans of hiswere open now moments before he found his own release in
his own hand.

It would be much later that night, after he fell asleep next to me, that it wo
uld start to bother me that he never let me touch him, or that I’ d wonder why.
But we were starting over, and | figured there was time to worry about it lat

er.

And he holds my hand, too

“Areyou aright?’ | asked, unable to make myself sound more concerned t
han amused.

We' d parked on the street in front of the Moores' house. Luke had insisted
on driving, as usual. He' d seemed happy enough when we' d |eft his apartme
nt, but now that we' d reached our destination he was beginning to look ner



vous. It was cute, but | didn’'t dare say that as he attempted to assemble

a confident, and maybe somewhat macho, face.

“I"'m okay,” heinsisted. “I mean, why wouldn’t | be? Everything's good, rig
ht?’

“Yeah... so should we go in?’

“Yeah... | mean, your friends are expecting you, right?’

“Us,” | corrected him. “I told them you were coming, too.”

L uke slowly smiled as a pink hue crept up his cheeks. “Right. And | guess af
ter the big deal | made about meeting them it would be stupid to be freaked
out about it.”

“Why would you be freaked out?’ | asked him.

He shrugged a shoulder. “I dunno. Maybe because there' s a reason why you
didn’t want me to meet them.”

“Oh. Wdll, that’ s because | was being stupid,” | assured him. “You'll liket
hem. They’ll like you... Look, | have issues sometimes, but we' re starting o
ver again, right? | want you to meet my friends.”

Luke rolled his eyes, as he’' d been doing over the last few days every time

| brought up that starting-over business. My guessis he didn’t understand

it. | guess | didn’t need him to. But the whole concept was doing wonders f
or me. It was easy, actually. Every time | worried about something that wou
|d have worried me with James, | told Luke we were starting over, and I'd g
et on with whatever was bothering me until | realized there was no reason t

0 have the same doubts with him. Thinking like that left me unburdened, and
while | would have been worried about him asking for favors due to that ev
er-present fear that I’ d be taken advantage of again, | found myself doing
things for him without him having to ask. Not that he would ask me to clean
up his place when | woke up before he did, or to stop and make sure | had
dinner with me when | showed up at his place, especially when | knew he'd h
ad a busy day.

| guess those were things | should want to do for him, and | did. It was ea
Sier to see now that the only reason | hated doing it for James was because
there was a serious difference between the two of them. James had expected
it, made me fed like | was flawed when | didn’t think of it on my own. Lu
ke expected nothing, and had a smile whether or not | was empty-handed. Ove
rall, | liked the way things were going.

“Alright, let’sgo,” Luke finally said, making the first move out of the vehi
cle. Willing to go at his pace, | followed his lead and we moved towards the
front door together.

The unusual number of cars parked over the Moores' driveway and on the bloc
k suggested that we weren't the first arrivals. | doubted we' d be the last.

Mrs. Moore had been trying to prove to her son for a while now that she wa



s completely accepting of his boyfriend. Not that anyone questioned whether
she liked Jude. She did like Jude. It was just my belief that she'd like J
ude alot more if he wasn’t dating her son. Bree always said the gay thing
still had her mom alittle frazzled. I’ d once told Mrs. Moore that it could
be worse; that it could have been me. She'd given me a hug and then shortl
y after asked Jude to go to lunch with her. Not a month later and the woman
was insisting on throwing him a birthday party even though Jude had insist
ed he didn’t want abig deal made out of it. He wasn’t lying. He would have
much rather spent the night with Quinn; but since his boyfriend’ s mom woul
dn’'t take no for an answer, |’ d provided a decent guest list out of hisles
s-questionable friends and hoped he' d still have a good birthday, anyway.
Luke and | paused in front of the door and | saw his nervousness return onl
y alittle when | bypassed knocking and simply let usin. We were immediate
ly assaulted by the scent of frying onions and french fries, and then by a
cute brunette in a blue dress who threw her arms around me, stepped back an
d twirled in her new outfit.

“Skirt too short?’ Bree asked me. “Mom hasn't seen it yet.”

“Wouldn't make adifferenceto me,” | told her. “But I’d watch out for your
brother.”

Bree rolled her eyes. Either she was oblivious to how overprotective he was of
her, or shejust didn’t care. Either way, it left plenty of entertainment for

me.

She turned her attention to Luke, and as if he couldn’t see her, gave me a

too-obvious look of approval. Luke laughed outright before she extended her
hand to him. “I’'m Bree.”

“Luke,” he replied, eyes widening when she pulled him into a hug.

“Hey!” | objected when she felt up his muscles. Dismantling my best frien

d from my boyfriend, | looked around, wondering where that overprotective
brother was when | needed him.

“Whereis everyone?’ | asked.

Bree shrugged. “I’ ve been upstairs. But they’re probably where the food is

" She shoved me ahead of her, towards the kitchen, and | made sure Luke w
aswith me as| went. Shortly after we were greeted by Mrs. Moore, who fed
us half-frozen french fries, and we easily moved into a crowd of people.
Some | knew from school; most | knew from before Jude or | even acknowledg
ed Quinn Moore' s existence. | introduced Luke to everyone we bothered to t
ak to, and felt myself easing into a social situation even more when it b
ecame apparent that he was leaving no question about whether or not we wer
e there together. | liked it when he held my hand.

When we finally ran into Quinn we exchanged insults after | made comments
about the way he was trying to clean up after everyone. Luke only seemed p



ut off by it for afew minutes before he realized that Quinn was, in fact,
afriend. We stayed around him long enough for Jude to make an appearance
, and not long after, the four of us, plus Bree, ended up on the back porc

h, party forgotten as we exchanged stories with Luke in the way that most
people did when they were getting to know each other.

“Will you guys get in here?’ Mrs. Moore said somewhat impatiently when sh
e stuck her head out the back door. “We're going to be out of cake.”

“Yeah,” Quinn promised. “Just a minute.”

The door closed, and Bree made aface at her brother. “Y ou told her that ov
er an hour ago.”

“Comeon,” Jude insisted, attempting to pull Quinn up with him. “Let’sgo |
nside.”

Quinn pulled him back down. “No rush. And stop trying to make my mom h

appy.”

Jude smiled patiently. “If you did it every once in awhile | wouldn't have
to. Besides, I'm good with her not showing up at my place every time she k

nows you' re there.”

Sighing, Quinn rose with his boyfriend and the rest of us followed. Cake--w

hat was | eft of it--came next. | shared mine with Luke and got akiss out o

f the deal before people started handing over presents to the birthday-boy.
Jude got plenty of gift certificates--one from Luke, too, which surprised

me as much asit did Jude. | got to introduce L uke to my sister, who'd show

n up late, and then gave Quinn his porn well away from his mother. Bree mad

e apoint to look disgusted, Jude threatened me with bodily injury, probabl

y to impress Quinn, and for a second L uke looked embarrassed to be there wi

th me. | let it slide because he didn’t let go of my hand.

I’d also like to note that Quinn never tried to give back the movie. | knew I'd
have the best gift.

Although, in Jude’ s opinion he' d probably say that title fell to Quinn when he
hauled us all--us all being the same five of us who'd avoided the rest of the
party all night--into the garage.

A thick white cover was formed to the shape of a car. There was excitement

before Quinn pulled it off. Then, it was just Jude who was excited. Therew

ere expletives involved. Happy ones, | think.

“Do you know what thisis?’ Jude asked Quinn, who stood by, amused. “How
did you... and when...how did you even get it here?’

More like, why would he even want it there? There was more rust than paint o

n the surface of an old car with aflat back tire and two missing in the fro

nt, which sat on cinder blocks.

“Murphy,” Quinn explained, referring to Jude’s part-time boss. “He said you
wanted it.”



“Y eah... but how did you get him to giveit to you?’ Jude asked as he force
d the rusty hood open and sighed over what he found inside.

Quinn shrugged. “I gave him money.”

Jude glanced up from his new toy long enough to look offended. “I tried to d
o that. He wouldn’t giveit up.”

Quinn smiled. “That’s because | beat you toit.”

Jude couldn’t have looked annoyed even if he wanted to. “Have | told you
how much I love you?’

“Me or the car?’ Quinn wanted to know.

Jude stopped swooning long enough to thank his boyfriend properly while Bre
e and | exchanged eye-rolls and confused stares over the rust-bucket. Luke
took a step closer. “ Skylark... Seventy, right?’

Luke didn’t sound like he was confused about the matter, and | feigned horr
or. “You're not acar guy?”’

He smiled at me. “Not really, but | once liked aguy who liked cars.”

“Y ou should' ve stuck with him,” Jude teased as he moved back towards the
car, staring for along moment before shaking himself out of it. “\Wow.”
“Why would you want to?’ Bree asked, then looked at me. “Am | missing
something?’

| cocked my head at the thing. “Maybe. Try looking at it from over here. It's
kind of... sexy.”

Bree moved closer to me and mimicked my serious expression.

“Canyou fix it?" Luke asked Jude.

“1 hope so,” Jude replied. “It’s been sitting at the shop for months. I’ ve repl
aced afew thingsin my sparetime, but it’ll be the transmission that’ s the bi
g Issue.”

Y eah, like that wasn'’t the last thing you wanted to hear from your mechanic.

| found myself smiling at Quinn as he realized that his gift was about to be
his number one competition for his boyfriend s time. Note to self: never ge
t Luke abroken-down, rusty muscle-car.
Bree Moore and the rest of her family were always interesting to me. Like B
ree, her mom and her brother had the same dark hair and green eyes, and alw
ays seemed a little more pretty than what should have been natural. Mom loo
ked too young for her age, and when Bree bothered to put makeup on they loo
ked more like sisters all the time, especially since Bree chopped her hair
short. Quinn Moore was a different matter entirely. Different, inthat I'd
never really been able to control the thoughts about him that crept into my
mind. Obviously, as Jude’s boyfriend he was off limits. For a while now th
at same rule had applied because he was my friend. | wasn’'t complaining. It
'sjust, for a minute there, having him and Luke in close proximity to each
other, it was difficult not to compare their differences.



I’d always thought I’ d fall for someone like Quinn Moore. That alone should
have clued mein to how far off base | was with James. Quinn wasn’t unnece
ssarily fancy. He was clean. In some ways he reminded me of the attractive
boy-next-door that I’d find in the movies. The kind of attractive that didn

't make sense, and he was often too self-centered about what was he was fee
ling to notice the effect it all had, aquality | always managed to find se

Xy when it came to him. Of course, he could also be incredibly obsessive at
times and came with atemper it wasn’t wise to be on the wrong side of. So
me of those qualities had always provoked imaginative ideas regarding how p
assionate | thought he'd be in arelationship.

L uke was nothing like Quinn. Luke was calm and steady but could be charming
and seductive al at the same time. He understood the effect he had on me an
d others and he wasn't afraid to use it, wasn't shy of it, and | doubt he'd

ever feel ashamed of it. | got the chillsjust thinking about it. | suppose

in many ways, Luke was alot like Jude in that regard. | wasn’'t sure what to
make of it, mostly because when it came to Jude, we'd had our fun in the pa
st, but never had either of us been deluded enough to think areal relations
hip other than friendship could work. Jude would say it was because I'd be't
00 obsessed with sex al the time, if the two of us were having it. I'll adm

it I’d given him reason to believe that. But if | were the one being asked,

I’d say it was because Jude was arescuer, and | didn’t want to be rescued.

| liked to think of myself as a generally happy person, but | had my dark mo
ments. Sometimes it felt like | needed those, because without them, being ha
ppy would mean nothing.

Like, being there with Luke. | doubt | would have appreciated a ssimple situ
ation such as his meeting my friendsas much as| did if | didn’t know 1’d
amost prevented it. Just knowing that made me want to take care with what

we had. Call it backwards thinking, but it made sense to me.

| think as | sat there on an old bench against the garage wall with Quinn, w
atching Luke explore the rust-bucket with Jude, | had an epiphany of sorts.
Lukefitin. Sowell, infact, that | couldn’t remember what I’ d been worrie

d about in the first place. He caught me watching and winked at me. | heard
myself sigh before | looked at Quinn, a gloating grin on my face.

“My boyfriend' s hotter than yours.” | was sureif Bree hadn’'t been called in

to help clean up, she’ d back me up on this.

Brow lifting, Quinn looked back towards L uke and Jude, asif to assessthe
situation for himself. It wasn't long before he shook his head. “No fucking
way.”

“It'strue,” | insisted.

He shrugged. “Y our opinion.”

“Y eah, but my opinion’ s right.”

He rolled his eyes at me, and knowing he’ d get nowhere with this, decided



to change the subject. “We're gonna head to Jude' s after awhile here. Are
you guys coming?”’

“Areweinvited?’ | asked, making sure to sound surprised.

“You're less annoying when he’' s around,” Quinn remarked, nodding in Luke’
sdirection.

| smiled at that. Quinn had gotten alot better at tolerating me since we'd me
t. He even liked me, not that he' d admit it to my face.

“I"ll ask Luke,” | told him.

Quinn nodded, and for amoment we sat in silence, listening to Jude’' s voice
asit grew louder with his excitement over plans for his newest project.
“He' s astep up from the last one,” Quinn said of Luke, and it took meam
oment to realize that he had made the inevitable comparison between Luke a
nd James.

“Yeah,” | agreed. “I know.” Because I’d be acompleteidiot if | fucked this
up with Luke. At least, that’swhat | heard in Quinn’s comment. But | told
myself | shouldn’t be worried about it. | was slowly making amends over my s
abotaging behavior and Luke was obviously still interested. There was that |
ittle matter of what happened when it came to sex, but | told myself it was

too early to read anything into it. We' d only gotten close that one time, af

ter all. | was probably concerned over nothing. | was sure that once he knew
what a good participator | could be that little issue would sort itself out

. And to get started, the moment he approached us with Jude | stood up and i
nitiated a kiss that had his arms around me before Quinn cleared his throat
uncomfortably and we pulled apart. Luke was smiling. | liked it when he did

that.

“Jude asked us to stop by before | take you home,” he told me. “Y our call.”

| shrugged. “Whatever’s good with you.” Because all night it had sunk in wit
h methat | didn’t have to be alone with him to be with him. And | smiled be
cause | was starting over, it just happened to be with him.



