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“Some Cupid kills with arrows, some with
traps.”

-Much Ado About Nothing, William
Shakespeare







Chapter One

If Brooke Munkle checked her watch again, it
might as well be announced on loudspeaker: Would the pathetic
owner of the rude, no-show friend please remove her denial and
vacate the big table? Brooke glared down the lines of creamer
skinning her half empty latte cup. Her best friend, Millie, had, in
fact and without a doubt, stood her up. Brooke didn’t have ten more
minutes. She would be in class by then, forced to hand in her
paper, unread. “Is this seat taken?” a quiet, sonorous voice
asked.

Brooke locked eyes up to one fine specimen of
male. He gave her a crooked smile, the charming kind, and pushed
his glasses up his very straight nose. Her tongue sucked to the
roof of her mouth. “Umm. No.” A flutter tickled her voice. “Be my
guest.”

She straightened, gathering her papers and
stack of novels to make room where Millie should be warming space,
should be sitting next to her. How awful.

He plopped down a stuffed file folder, his
smile brightened, and the chair he took practically screamed over
the floorboards. A stream of pages from his folder spilled onto
hers. He swept them back into the tattered manila. His loopy smile
tipped her way again.

Flutter. This time down in her belly.

Was he searching for something to say? No,
no. No need to break any ice on her account. Brooke didn’t smile
back. Or return his friendly nod. She glanced around the café,
double-checking the bookstore entrance Millie typically came
through. Three other tables sat empty. Better seats, certainly,
than this one.

She shouldn’t have taken the big table alone.
Everyone tried to muscle in on the big table. Well, he could soon
have it. Millie had five minutes left before Brooke gave up. Gaze
averted, Brooke sipped her lukewarm latte and put on a cloak of
aloof confidence. Eyebrows up, finger to her lips. Looking finely
busy and unperturbed, if she said so herself.

Her turtleneck scratched her throat and her
pulse thrummed. She kept her hands in her lap. Was it warm in the
cafe or was it him?

When Jenny, the barista, abandoned her perch
to wipe down Brooke’s already clean table again, no question
remained. Brooke stuck out. Jenny meant well. Her smile shined a
world of good intentions. She couldn’t know she made Brooke feel
all the worse. Like some charity case. Jenny wiped and lingered.
Smiled and wiped.

Or maybe Jenny just wanted a healthy eyeful
of broad shoulders. Shoulders angling to make Brooke relocate.
Maybe Jenny thought Brooke should move, too.

Ugh. Where the hell was Millie?

A friendly employee pitying her. A hot body
after a table. If only the café were bigger, or better populated
for a Friday afternoon, she might not feel so stark friggin’
naked.

No haven here today. The aromas of books and
coffee, the grinding noises, the shuffling paper, none of it
settled her one iota. What if she sneaked out the side entrance,
unnoticed? Millie could still show, though, perpetually tardy as
she was, and Brooke hated the thought of her finding Brooke gone.
Standing around, looking, waiting. Feeling anything like she did
now.

The guy next to her shifted. His scent wafted
her way. Earthy. Subtle. She considered sidling her chair away but
that would underline her discomfort. Brooke plucked a thread from
her slacks and paged through her term paper instead. No sense
actually reading the words in front of her. Too late to change
passive intros or mistaken homonyms. Class started in fifteen
minutes. Millie would show. She would read it. Brooke would feel
better.

Not that Millie looked forward to reading the
things for Brooke. She often complained, in fact. “Why do you
have me read your papers on the due date? If I find something
wrong, it’s not like you can go back home and print a new one off.
Right?”

Brooke couldn’t say exactly. She just needed
Millie to take a scan. While Brooke watched. Got a gauge of what
Professor Shope’s assistant’s reaction might be. The ever-elusive
grad student screened all Shope’s papers, or so the history teacher
claimed at the close of each assignment. “The best of your work
will reach my desk, rest assured.” Or, “Mr. Jovovich gives me only
the best among you.” Her favorite, “Impress him and you might get
the chance to impress me.”

Shope opened each class by skewering the poor
bleeding carcass of whichever paper deemed the worst. At length, he
quoted then commented. Her papers—thankfully—had not been flayed
alive. Yet. Talk about humiliating. If Millie read it first, didn’t
balk or laugh, Brooke would get the small boost she needed to hand
her work over for slaughter.

At thirty-nine years old, Brooke should have
the confidence to simply hand the things over and let it ride. What
was one teacher’s criticism in the bigger scheme of life, after
all? Or his assistant’s? Millie was smart. Educated. Even for her
less than understated ways, real knowledge came out those high
gloss lips. She could trust Millie.

Brooke wasn’t even taking the class for a
grade. Still….

Her unwelcome table bully was eyeing her. She
could feel it. She rubbed her shirt’s knit cuff between her thumb
and finger. Don’t fidget. Just keep pretending to read, appear
engrossed. He won’t interrupt. Pick up one of the novels if you
need to. She stole a glance at the stack of novels. Longing
filled up her belly, quieting the flurry. Twenty dollars was
burning a hole in her pocket.

He cleared his throat. She glanced over. His
smile struck her hard in the belly. She gulped and looked back
down.

What if the guy wasn’t angling for the table
at all? What if he wanted…no. Couldn’t be. Of all the blondes in
this place, he wouldn’t pick the middle aged mousy one. She should
have worn a hat. Or her driving glasses. But then, she shouldn’t be
sitting alone at the coveted table that never opened up any other
day, with a stack of books she shouldn’t really buy, pretending to
read.

Where was Millie, damn it?

Brooke peeked at her watch and exhaled.
Forget it. She stood to leave.

“Excuse me,” the guy said. Even his voice was
pretty.

Brooke smiled tightly and made contact with
eyes too blue for anybody’s good. His brown-rimmed glasses framed
the blue, luring her in. “Yes?”

He paused, his mouth open, but only his hands
moved. They were nice hands. Long fingers, bronzed skin. Not soft,
but not rough either. “Can you tell me what time it is?” he said at
last.

Really? Oh, thank God. For a moment she
thought he might be about to hit on her. Must have realized she was
just a tad bit above his age bracket. And by a tad, try fifteen
years. At least. “Quarter after three,” she said and gathered her
things, pushing the stack of novels back.

Exactly enough time to walk to class and
score a window seat. She’d phone Millie on the way to be sure
nothing disastrous had happened to her. Clearance to stay nice and
mad at her. Part of her didn’t know if she should be mad. After
all, had Millie ever been on time? Oh well. Two long hours from
now, she’d be watching the sun slink behind the Sierra Nevadas, the
sky drenching in lavender, the weekend on the horizon.

“You’re leaving?”

Brooke glanced back. Blue Eyes had stood as
well and now looked at her, rather expectantly.

“Uh, yes.” Did her relief show? “It’s all
yours.”

“Oh, well, thanks,” He adjusted the tattered
folder against his hip. “But I didn’t actually want the table.”
Papers leaned out. “Do you have a class?”

He didn’t want the table? “Yes.” Brooke
frowned. “And I’m afraid I’m late.”

She turned away, blaming Millie for the pitch
in her tummy, not him or his college boy good looks. She’d be late
if she spent another minute not walking through the quad and
straight to Lincoln Hall. If the table wasn’t what he wanted, she
didn’t want to know what was. Namely, if she was.

Despite feeling his eyes following her,
Brooke stopped at the cash register and pushed her twenty-dollar
bill across the laminate divide. Her hand shook. Jenny glanced up
from her worn pamphlet, covering it with both hands. “Can I get you
something to go?”

“No, thank you. I think you dropped this back
there. It fell out of your pocket.”

Jenny’s eyes widened and she shook her head,
but before she could refuse the money, Brooke hurried away. She
pushed through the bookstore’s front doors, sighing at the cool air
on her hot cheeks. By the look of things, Jenny could use twenty
dollars more than Brooke right now. The girl’s pregnant belly was
getting bigger every week and if she had someone to look after her,
she’d be wearing better shoes. She’d be in school, rather than
working next door to one.

Peacoat buttoned, Brooke dug for her cell
phone. She dialed Millie, inhaling the crisp air deep into her
lungs.

Voicemail. Of course. “Millie, it’s Brooke.
I’m going to class now, but please call me when you get this and
leave me a message so I know you’re alright. Don’t worry about my
paper. I’ll have someone else read it before Shope arrives or…
something. I suppose we can meet up on a day that’s better for
you.”

Brooke snapped the phone shut, satisfied with
her speech and tone. If Millie didn’t get the real message from
that, she wasn’t as smart as Brooke thought. This time, Brooke
couldn’t ignore it. Late for dinner or a movie, forgivable. On its
own, today’s no show amounted to little. Things happen. But the sum
total of Millie’s habit went beyond rude. Millie needed to know. If
talking to her didn’t stop it, not making plans with her anymore
might.

She’d be risking a fight with her only friend
since the divorce but, hey, she had Sampson and he was the better
listener of the two anyhow, furballs or not. It was settled then.
Brooke took another deep breath.

The snow piled lawns gleamed white in the
afternoon sun. Sidewalk salt crunched under her boots, joining her
stride’s rhythm. She matched her breathing to it and her mind
unwound. She walked and she fantasized. Which of the five novels
could she go back for next week, a few more weekend eBay store
sales in her business bank account? The highland Scottish romance
tugged her heart first. The cover had hooked her. Clinch hold,
golden abs. Surreal and delicious. Hmmm. Maybe. The suspense by an
author she trusted tempted her too, though, while she really should
select the women in business self help book.

“Excuse me, miss?” a voice called in the rear
distance. “Miss?” Brooke glanced past her shoulder. “Wait up a
moment?”

Blue Eyes loped her way, hand waving,
eagerness bounding on each step. Brooke half tripped, then stopped.
Her breath jammed in her throat. He was carrying all five books
she’d left behind. Oh no! Had he assumed…?

He came to a halt before her, breathing fast
puffs of steam. “You left these.”

“Oh, no. No, no, no,” Brooke said and smacked
her forehead. “I—I was only looking at them. I hadn’t bought those
yet. You see, I didn’t have time and I hadn’t gotten through them
all to decide which one I could—I mean wanted, and….” She breathed
in. “I think you might have just stolen those.”

“Stolen?” He pushed his glasses up. His smile
widened.

This amused him? “Yes, stolen. As in robbed?
Shoplifted? I always leave the books I don’t want. Jenny insisted
it’s alright to—.”

“Jenny?”

“Jenny, yes, the barista? She says she likes
to look at what peop—.”

“Barista?”

Her hands flapped. “Yes. The waitress. Jenny.
She likes to put them back, to see what people look at and
imagine—but none of that matters. You have to take them back.” And
remove himself before she fell face first over her runaway tongue.
Of all the times. She did not need this right now. “I would do it
myself, but I’m late.”

Cheeks on fire, she turned on her heel. She
didn’t need to look to know Blue Eyes had not run straight back to
the bookstore. He followed her. Of all things. Well, not so much
following as catching up and joining her. Joining her? Oh dear.
When security tackled him to the ground, knocking the thieved
novels from his grip, she would be assumed his accomplice. What
should she do? Run?

Her cell phone rang to the rescue.

“Hello,” she answered, too grateful to check
the caller ID. She didn’t care. She’d answer even if it was her
dad. Guilt ready, neglectful daughter complaints handy, he’d be
saving her from three scoops of embarrassed with a very on
top.

“Hey, Brooke. You busy?” Oh, thank God.
Jason, her ex-husband.

“No. I’m not busy.” She glanced meaningfully
at her sudden companion. Bad boy. Go home. “Not busy at
all.”

Blue Eyes chuckled, eyes twinkling.

If not for it being bright daylight and a
busy sidewalk, she’d consider screaming rape at the top of her
fluttering lungs. “What’s up?” she asked Jason instead and sent
Blue Eyes a flat-out glare.

Blue Eyes shook his amused head.

“You sure?” Jason asked. “You sound funny.
Out of breath. I didn’t interrupt anything interesting, did I?”

Interesting? Not in the way he was
innuendo-ing.

“No!” She cringed. Too loud. “No. I’m fine.
Just, just walking fast is all.”

“Oh, you’re at the gym. Sorry. I’ll keep this
short.”

No! Keep it long. She needed at least
five more minutes to avoid one cheeky grin and five hot books.
Either the cold air or the fast pace was making her feel a little
drunk. “What’s up?”

“You sure you’re okay?”

“Yes, of course, Jason,” she said, another
meaningful glance attached. “What do you need, Babe?”

“Did you just call me ‘Babe’? Okay, you know
what? I don’t want to know. It’s no longer any of my business. I
just called to get your friend Millie’s number.”

“What?” Brooke halted, Blue Eyes forgotten.
“Why do you need Millie’s number?”

“Because she called me ten minutes ago and
didn’t leave her number on her voicemail. And her number showed up
blocked.” Keys jingled in the call’s background. “You didn’t have
her call me?”

“No.” Why on earth would she ever have Millie
call her ex-husband?

“No? Hmm. I thought it might be something for
you. A favor you need. Or a business referral, maybe. I don’t know.
Either way. I don’t have her number. So?”

She resumed walking, picking up her pace.
“So, what?”

“So, what is it?” he said on an empty
laugh.

Jason probably enjoyed this. She could just
imagine him, standing outside a meeting, tossing his keys and
catching them. Smirking. Not only might her friend need him,
possibly for business, but Brooke didn’t know about it? She could
almost hear him lick his damned chops.

“I don’t know it off the top of my head. And
I’m running late.” Like she’d actually give him Millie’s number,
like she’d actually called. “She probably just needed me, my home
number or something.” Yeah right. But better than any other
explanation. “If not, I’m sure she’ll call back.” Not unless Brooke
found out why she’d called him in the first place.

“If you say so. I’ll let you get back to your
workout.” He hung up.

Brooke wanted to kick something. Damn him.
She wasn’t sure what she had to be kicking about. Technically,
Millie calling Jason violated nothing. They’d been amicably
divorced for over a year now, and she’d filed in the first place,
not him. Her shoulders sagged.

He’d won all her other friends in the
settlement with his poor me tactics. He couldn’t have Millie,
too.

“Maybe these will cheer you up?” His voice
softly teased too close to her ear. She jumped.

She’d forgotten he was there. Wait a minute,
why was he still there? Before she could demand exactly that, he
hopped into her path and presented her with the stack of stolen
novels. If shoving them at her and forcing her hands to hold them
counted as presentable, that is.

“They aren’t stolen,” he said and grandly
bowed. Laughter danced in his expression.

“I—I can’t take these—what?” Brooke didn’t
know what to do.

The afternoon sun lit his chiseled features.
“They aren’t stolen. They’re a gift.”

He ended his bow with a flourish, then strode
away, leaving Brooke speechless for no less than the fourth time in
her entire thirty -she-wouldn’t-admit-something life. Worse,
she couldn’t possibly remember when the other three had been.







Chapter Two

Even if Michelle hadn’t taken up lounging in
Shope’s office’s narrow couch like she owned the thing, Elliott
Jovovich would be distracted. For a moment, he gave up on the stack
of papers in front of him. He couldn’t read the words because his
mind kept replaying the scene in the quad from two hours ago.
Her. He wished he knew her name. Every cent he’d spent on
those books had been worth the look on her face.

Michelle loudly adjusted her long limbs on
the vinyl.

The sound grated his nerves. “Shouldn’t you
be in class, Michelle?”

“I won’t be missed,” Michelle said and
examined her nails. “I just couldn’t handle it tonight. Why do they
even bother scheduling Friday classes anyways?”

“Professor Shope says it weeds out the less
serious students,” Elliott replied absently. Honestly, he couldn’t
think of a time he’d bought a woman flowers, let alone did
something so gutsy as buy a stranger--one clearly uninterested--a
pile of books that practically screamed “single”.

Michelle scoffed. “Uncle Bernie has no
idea.”

“No idea?” It was romantic, wasn’t it? His
gift? Yet she’d dismissed him so readily. At least she had looked
stunned. Served her right.

“My friend Beth is in his Friday class and
she does absolutely nothing but doodle. She swears that if it
wasn’t required and the only open session left…” Michelle rolled
her eyes. “Are you even listening?”

Not at all. “Sorry, I’m distracted. I just
have a lot of work to do, Michelle.” First, she had nearly run from
that café table. And to think he’d sat down to rescue her from her
obvious anxiety. “Shope expected these back last week.”

Michelle’s eyes rolled again and she resumed
her nail examination. He wished Michelle would leave. “I’ll be
quiet.”

Maybe he’d ask Michelle what she thought of
his gesture. Putting those five books in her hands, remembering her
jaw dropping, her eyes blinking rapid fire, was mending his bruised
pride. Yet, he’d intended a different reaction. Elliott refocused
on the stack of mediocre history papers but couldn’t help himself.
He chuckled. He had rendered her speechless.

”What is it?” Michelle sprang up. “Is it a
funny one?”

Elliott scooted his chair in. “No. Just
thought of something offhand. Sorry.” He returned to reading the
paper in his hand. Michelle loomed closer. The desk pinched against
his chest.

Like an idiot, he kept thinking about
her. Her reaction. Her parted lips, her flushed cheeks, too
sexy. Speechless and so sexy. He couldn’t even get his head
straight enough to ward off Michelle Shope?

“So, what’s so funny then?”

Elliott smelled Michelle’s sugary perfume. He
kept his eyes forward. “I really need to get this work done.”

Michelle sighed and slunk back to the sofa.
Out the door would have been too lucky.

Elliott sighed too. And tried again to read.
Half a page later, he thought of five snappy things he could have
said two hours ago. To render her even more speechless. Speechless
enough to be unable to fake some phone call affection like she had.
“Babe,” she had said. Irritation itched his neck. He rubbed at
it.

Not that she was the kind of woman who needed
to say much. Watching her from across the Book Exchange cafe for so
many weeks, he knew. One arch look and people bolted off her path.
Intriguing when contrasted against her true self. Whenever her
friend arrived, her chilly façade would fall. She’d relax and a
light from within would again draw him in. The icy exterior melted
to reveal warmth, compassion. Today, she’d sat waiting. Elliott had
found himself uncomfortable seeing her fidget and tense. Wasn’t
hard to figure out. Her friend had stood her up. He’d started
feeling the minutes slog by, began scanning the room, right along
with her.

“We should get a beer,” Michelle said.

“Hmm?” Today, he’d told himself he’d sit
down, make a little conversation, put her at ease. Her friend would
show, he’d leave. At ease? Anything but. Had he been wrong, or
what?

“A beer,” Michelle repeated. “You know, icy
cold adult beverage served worldwide but especially past five?”

His dad would call it moxie. In Elliott’s
twenty-six years, never had he seen such an illustrious example,
either. Moxie. Like his mother. Or so his dad always claimed. His
mom had preferred “spirited”.

“I don’t know.” He shuffled to the last page
in his hand. “Maybe another time, Michelle.”

She sighed raggedly, stood and roved to his
side. She rubbed his temples. Elliott shifted away. Dropping her
hands with a smack to her jeans, she went for the door.

“I’ll be back,” she said in a mock horror
movie voice.

Elliott pushed his chair back and stretched.
This was going nowhere. He needed a shave. He needed to eat. Maybe
then his eyes would focus on the words and actually compute
them.

He should have stuck his phone number inside
one of those books. Nah. She wouldn’t call. Better to just make
sure she saw him again and throw her a wink. Wait it out and make
her come to him. He’d made an impression. That was enough for now.
He went to the outside vending machine. He slid his last dollar in,
watching the steam of his breath in the lamplight.

A beer did sound good. One with Michelle, not
quite as good. Had to be careful not to insult her, though. Uncle
Bernie might decide to toss Elliott’s fellowship application aside
for one brokenhearted niece. Did he have any beer at home?

He made his selection and watched it drop,
his attention more on the reflection in the glass than the
contents. The outside courtyard stood dark and empty behind him,
the campus sat quiet. It would be another week before the routine
visit to the bookstore cafe. He should have followed her this
afternoon, or at least tried to figure out which building she’d
been heading to.

No. He’d been bold enough. Any more would be
stalker-like.

He retrieved the bag of pretzels and went
back in. Better to back off. In the meantime, he could savor his
moment and muse about just how flustered he’d made her.

The last role Brooke wanted her much younger,
history classmates pigeon-holing her into was desperate housewife.
The older woman who goes back to school after her kids have grown
because she finds herself needing to fill the day, scrambling to
recapture the scent of her youth.

She wasn’t desperate and she was no longer a
housewife. Thank God.

The five books she’d been so gallantly given
twenty yards from class might as well be billboard ads for a
desperate housewife, though. Two bestseller mysteries, a tawdry
historical romance, a chick lit and the quintessential
I-don’t-belong-here of them all, 7 Stupid
Mistakes Smart Women Make. They sat hidden under her theater
style seat, spines masked by her ankles.

If the community college offered this level
course, she would be there instead, where students her age
abounded. She wasn’t some empty nesting mom trying to recapture
some sense of herself. Enough of her former friends were, though.
She knew the signs and symptoms. Survival depended on fitting in,
for study groups and more. If no one gave her a second glance,
maybe they wouldn’t sniff her out, point and demand a reason for
hiding among them.

She still couldn’t believe Blue Eyes’ guts.
What he’d done took a lot, too. She was not approachable.
Especially by men. Particularly when she wanted to be, or rather,
didn’t want to be. Approached, that is. Funny how that worked.

Professor Shope’s chalk snapped in half,
cracking her attention back to the lecture. Class. Lecture.
Focus, Brooke. Mind off the
far-too-young-for-you-despite-being-so-forward
and, well, admit it, imaginative. And forget the color of his eyes.
You are here to learn, to bolster your brain and your eBay
business. No more.

World War II. Today in particular, Stalin.
Biting down a yawn, Brooke blinked at the soreness in her eyes and
let herself daydream the tiniest bit. About her baby. Her online
eBay store, Memory Lane, would be exactly fifteen months old
tomorrow. Her “silly” idea, which sprang into her brain one summer
afternoon while antiquing with Jason, had slowly come to life.

No thanks to Stalin, Brooke had made her
first notable profit last month. One thousand, seven hundred,
fifty-four dollars and thirty-two cents. Felt like a million.

A year and a half ago, no one had taken her
idea, or her, seriously. Not her in-laws, her husband or their
friends. In fact, Millie counted as the only person who did since.
But then Millie hadn’t known her as Mrs. Jason Munkle. They’d only
met seven or eight months ago. Still, success felt damned when
everyone wondered why on earth she would need money or want to
work. Jason did so well for them, as her mother, and his,
consistently pointed out. Jason had treated her as though she’d
adultered herself. Over a job. A tiny little business.

It was never for the money. It was for
her.

Thinking back, to Jason, her starting a
business must have felt like cheating. Maybe that’s why he hadn’t
been surprised when she’d asked for a divorce one month after that
antiquing trip. It was almost as though he had anticipated it.
Remarkable. Fifteen years should have been more difficult to walk
away from. For both of them.

She conceded one yawn, trying to conceal it
with a hand to her chin and a bend to her purse. Absolute boredom.
Her lips were dry. The twenty something brunette next to her
crossed her jean-clad legs. Brooke stared at the taunt butterfly
design embroidered on the thigh area. She had once been able to
pull off butterfly jeans. Brooke sighed.

Forty more minutes. Brooke would not leave
early. Not today. Maybe another time. She’d spent good money on
this class and eventually, understanding her bestselling
merchandise’s era would improve sales. It would. Dramatically, she
hoped. And wouldn’t that feel good? Proving everyone wrong? Worth a
few yawns, certainly.

Identify what drew people to this era, spoke
to their hearts, then speak that language herself. Fluently. Millie
always got it. She’d said, “Don’t try to sell Prada if you’ve only
ever worn Gap.” Precisely.

A third yawn threatened. Brooke began willing
Shope to call a break. He held out to the bitter end on breaks.
Probably because he lost half his audience. Man, did he love an
audience.

The brunette stretched, revealing a page of
doodling, what looked like practiced signatures. Instead of copious
notes, Beth, as the majority of the scroll suggested, focused on
whether or not to hyphenate her (new?) last name. The Mrs. part she
had down. Part of Brooke wanted to pull her aside and warn her.
Warn her to wait for marriage, to live a life first, because the
best years would siphon away in a blink of an eye.

Shope paused in his animated drone and
retrieved his pocket watch.

Brooke inched her hand toward her purse,
ready to sprint. Front row had advantages beyond a sunset view. The
pretty brunette shifted again, tossing her long mane of hair past
Brooke’s face.

“As you leave for a brief interlude,” Shope
said, chalk tapping his lips. Brooke lifted her bag. “Imagine
yourself a concentration camp inmate, suddenly freed by Allied
soldiers. Those of you who do so successfully, will get the
inexplicable desire to return post haste. I hope you will do so, in
no more than ten minutes.”

What the…? Had he really just said that?
Brooke schooled her features and kept her gaze on the door. She
thanked whoever was in charge up there for Shope’s self-importance,
though. It meant he likely wouldn’t be grading this week’s paper,
either. Funny how collecting them at the close of class didn’t
improve attendance any more than his wacko break comments. Several
students left theirsbehind on desks, making pacts with those who
stayed to turn theirs in for them.

Her fellow inmates dug for keys, shuffled
papers and fled, assignments if not left behind, then maybe dropped
off at Shope’s office instead. Brooke watched one wistfully. A
grade hung in the balance. Her grade. She couldn’t stomach leaving
her paper on a desk, couldn’t muster asking someone to take her
responsibility. What if Shope missed it? What if her co-conspirator
failed? She wanted her grade. This time, it might finally be better
than a B.

Brooke slipped a dollar into the snack
machine. Home early, snuggled up in yoga pants and fuzzy socks with
one of her new novels sounded divine. She sighed. Four new novels.
If she was honest with herself, it was terribly sweet of Blue Eyes.
She should have at least thanked him. Especially for the Scottish
highlander. Hmmm. What if she dropped her ten pages of hard labor
off at Shope’s office instead? Just this once. She could study
extra as punishment.

But her books were still in the room.

A quick glance revealed Shope at the door,
talking with the brunette. Brooke bit down. Now or never. She
slipped past them and grabbed the novels. She jammed the four that
would fit into her bag and tucked the fifth under her arm.
Hesitating only a moment, she hurried past again, trying to look
rapt in concern with her cell phone to her ear. “Oh now,” she said
aloud, for effect.

A hand on her shoulder stopped her. “Excuse
me.” It was the brunette. Her big brown eyes held Brooke’s. “Can I
ask you something?”

Shope stood at the door, rocking on his
heels.

“Um, yes,” Brooke said, itching to slip away.
She closed her phone.

“My mom’s birthday is next Friday and I was
just wondering if you could help me. She’s about your age and I
really need help with a gift. Maybe music or something?”

Brooke clasped her hands together. “Okay,
sure.” The possibility of a sale occurred to her. She dug out a
business card. “What year would you say your mom graduated?” It was
a nice way to ask a person’s actual age.

“Oh, I have no idea,” the brunette said,
rolling her eyes. “But it’s her fiftieth birthday, kind of a big
deal. What year did you graduate high school?”

Brooke coughed, trying not to sputter. Fifty?
She looked fifty? “Um—I…well, I uh…. Hmmm. That is a big deal,
huh?” She had no idea what to say. She handed over her card with a
high twittering laugh. To her horror, tears stung in her eyes.
“Maybe this will help.”

Brooke’s phone rang. Startled, she dropped
it. It skidded across the floor, dangerously close to where Shope
had just been standing. The brunette giggled, covering her mouth
with Brooke’s card.

“Good luck with that,” Brooke mumbled,
retrieving her phone. It rang again. She answered, her voice
clogged with emotion.

“Brooke? Oh good. I found you. Where are
you?”

“Millie?” Brooke hadn’t expected her. She
headed for the exit. “I’m just leaving class. Where are you?”

“I’m home, and I’m so, so, so sorry I missed
you earlier.”

Oh yeah. That. She sniffed. “I was
almost late for class,” Brooke said, hating the pitch in her voice.
“I had a paper due.”

“I know, I know. I said I would read it for
you. I’m really, super sorry.” Millie paused. “Let me make it up to
you.”

Brooke bit down. Why did people say that?
Like anything could ever really be made up for.

Millie pressed on. “I’ll bet it was just as
good as your other ones.”

She didn’t want good. She wanted better. But,
Millie’s voice sounded unusually tight. More than just guilt?

“Brooke, you always do a great job on them. I
don’t even know why you have me read them.”

She almost snapped that she didn’t either but
held back. Sniping at Millie wouldn’t change the past. And in the
grand scheme of things, she knew a missed coffee was small
potatoes. The whole thing sucked, though. She used to have more
people in her life she could count on for these kinds of quirky
little things. Especially, for the little things, quirks or
not.

“Well, it doesn’t matter now,” Brooke said,
heading down the basement panel of offices. Shope’s was the last
one on the end. A light was on. His protégé must be hard at work.
Perfect. “I’m turning the thing in now and going home.”

“No,” Millie said fast. “Don’t go home. Let
me make it up to you. Come out with me. Dinner. My treat.”

Brooke halted in front of the ajar door, arm
out to open it. Her body stiffened.

“Brooke?” Millie’s voice sounded far away.
“Hello?”

The gulp of air she’d inhaled whooshed out as
her mind confirmed what her senses already suspected. Behind
Shope’s desk, Blue Eyes looked up at her.

His expression flashed surprise then
smoothed. His chair scraped over the floor. He stood and came from
behind the worn metal desk. His lips parted but he didn’t speak.
Hopefully, because Brooke had jabbed a finger into the air, and not
because she’d rendered him speechless. She’d rendered enough for
one day.

“Dinner sounds great!” she said, faking
enthusiasm.

“Really?” Millie’s tone improved. “Oh. Good.
How about in an hour or so? After class?”

“I’m on my way now. I’m just dropping
something off.”

“Now? Um, okay, but I’m not really ready yet.
Did your class let out early or something? You sound funny.”

Brooke pursed her lips. Blue eyes closed his
mouth and sat at the edge of the creaky desk, arms crossed. He
could have been James Dean for all the recklessness in his
demeanor. Except for those glasses. She might be able to think
straight, in fact, were it not for those damned glasses. “I’m
great. So, where again?”

“Alright,” Millie said. “I’ll play along but
only if you promise to spill every last detail the minute you see
me.”

Brooke giggled. Leastwise, she did her best
version of a giggle. Whether or not it sounded as flirtatious as
she hoped, only Blue Eyes—she had to stop calling him that! —could
say. Not that she would ask. “Ramone’s? Perfect. I love Italian. On
my way now.”

Millie squealed. “Brooke, I have to say, I
love this game. So, are we really meeting at Ramone’s or does it
even matter what I say right now? Is it a guy? No, wait, it’s your
professor, right? Your ex?”

Brooke stiffened at the mention of Jason. Her
belly flopped and sank. “You, too. Bye.”

She hung up, no longer caring what impressed
her audience or not. All she knew was her best friend—and she
hadn’t had any in a very long time—had secretly called her
ex-husband for reasons unknown. Millie hadn’t asked Brooke for a
referral. Generally broke, Millie didn’t own a home to sell. So,
there wasn’t a single reason to call Jason. The whole thing felt
wrong.

She’d find out from Millie soon enough. The
back of her throat burned a little just thinking about it but she
kept a straight face and gave Shope’s lackey—much better
nickname—her attention.

The last thing she wanted was him putting a
face to her paper’s name. She handed over the paper-clipped pages,
half turned to leave. “I found this outside on a bench. In the
quad.”

“Really?” The desk creaked as he shifted,
taking the paper. “That’s it?”

Brooke couldn’t stand any straighter.
“Yes.”

“No, ‘thank you for the books’, no ‘hello, my
name is…?’” He actually sounded more amused than wounded.

She kept her gaze on his mouth. Didn’t help
her legs to firm up and start working. “Mmm-hmmm.”

“Well, allow me.” He extended his hand and
cocked his head in an I-don’t-bite kind of way. “I’m Elliott.”

Her toes tingled. The entire afternoon’s
incident flashed hot in her mind. If she stayed any longer, she’d
be stumbling over her tongue, telling him all sorts of things about
the books, about class, about Millie. She could see it now. He’d be
kind enough to fake interest, in what was none of his concern, and
she’d end up falling all over herself for another one of his panty
melting smiles. No thank you.

Not only was he half her age—two-thirds?—but
he also had graded every one of her papers. Average. By his
standards. She’d played the doe-eyed college girl act before. It
didn’t feel good.

“Nice to meet you,” Brooke managed. One final
glance of him, his eyes, his hands, his broad shoulders and narrow
hips, she left, belly in full force flutter. Impossible or not,
there was something delicious in being pursued by a guy like him,
in walking away. In leaving a man slack-jawed and wanting. Her feet
patted away little white tufts all the way to her car.







Chapter Three

Unbelievable! Elliott shook his head as she
rounded the corner and out of sight. He stabbed his hand out, her
paper clutched in it, as if to ask, “Did you see that”? But no one
was there to see him do it, let alone answer. Hell, he doubted if
one other person still haunted the building at this hour. He’d be
long gone himself if not for half a stack remaining of grading a
week behind Bernie Shope’s strict deadline.

He’d finally gotten her out of his head and
worked. Then, poof. She’d appeared outside Shope’s door distracted
and glaring. A whole array of reactions had sung through him.
Disbelief. Elation. Then, boom, disappointment—the gut punching
kind—when she caught sight of him and stared, aghast.

She’d completely ignored him, too. All the
while letting him hear her plan a date, every word. Was it with
whoever called her earlier? No. He’d bet money her affectionate
“babe” earlier had been fake. So, someone else then. Someone she
really wanted to see. Fine. Good. She’d shot him down. But, then,
to leave and not even give him her name?

Unreal! Elliott snorted. That’s what he got.
He’d acted on a naïve, romantic impulse buying her those books.
Sitting down next to her in the first place was a disaster. His
people watching, turned crush, turned what, he didn’t know. He’d
actually meant to save her today? Like an idiot. Joining her should
have been the nice thing to do. The honorable thing to do. His
version of a coat over a puddle.

Elliott shook his head skyward. The stack of
papers at his hip, shifted. If he hadn’t freaked her out before,
she certainly was now. Why hadn’t he played it cooler? Acted like
he didn’t even recognize her? Played hard to get.

Elliott stood and instantly regretted the
sudden movement. The tower of papers leaned, wobbled. Too late, he
turned to catch reams of ungraded papers. They crashed to the
floor, scattering on impact. With them, his evening’s plans. Why
couldn’t Shope be a stickler for staples instead of paper clips?
“Shit.”

He’d be up half the night just putting the
papers back in order.

If he hadn’t seen such a difference in her
whenever her friend was around, he might not have developed the
dumb crush to begin with. But he had. He’d witnessed firsthand,
again and again, how her hard edges melted away. And found the
transformation far too attractive. He began looking forward to
witnessing it each week, like being in on a secret. All pretenses
receding, right there where only he seemed to witness, revealing a
vulnerable depth that whispered to him across the crowded room.

Like a poem. No, like music. Hard, forceful,
then softer. Like really good blues. Didn’t matter now. She’d never
show her face again at The Book Exchange. Not when he might be
there. Where else could he possibly see her again anyhow?

Michelle’s curvy shadow fell across the
floor. Had he thought everyone gone at this hour? “It looks like
you could use a drink.”

Elliott looked up. A drink was sounding
better and better. Michelle certainly wouldn’t walk away
from him. Quite the opposite. She’d been jumping at every last
whiff of a chance for the last six months. Giving in didn’t sound
so bad after such a set down. Drinks with Shope’s niece might be
risky but his fellowship application couldn’t be on the line over
one beer, could it?

He’d just explain to her how he couldn’t
cross any lines, that he had a career at stake. She’d
understand.

Besides, Shope wasn’t his future’s deciding
factor. The guy wasn’t the type to give a raving review to any
assistant. In fact, Elliott had never counted on one. So, how much
damage could one beer really cause? Or Michelle herself, for that
matter? “Yeah, why not?” Elliott shrugged half-heartedly. “You ever
been to Ramone’s?”

“I think I should come with you,” AJ said
from the bathroom doorframe.

Millie shook her head and dabbed a smear of
pale gloss in the center of her lower lip. Two things she was sure
of. One, women’s magazines were full of it when they swore by the
trick she was trying. Pout? Yeah, right. Try stripe. And two, she’d
never get through dinner with AJ there. Her cellmate for this cupid
sentence would be far too distracting.

“No.” She met his eyes by way of his
reflection. She didn’t dare do more. “Thanks, though.”

The last thing she needed was to get lost in
those pale green eyes with less than fifteen minutes to get her
butt gone. Starry-eyed and in a twist would not help her negotiate
Brooke’s anger down. Plus Millie had a new plan. Maybe.

“What will you tell her?”

“I don’t know yet. I can’t exactly tell her
the truth, can I now?” Brooke,I stood you up to break
into your condo so I could find you true love. Yeah.
Right.

“Not the whole truth, but some, yes. You
could.”

What part? The part about Millie’s life
sentence by Heaven for “gross indifference” when she was her former
self, Kiki Kent? Millie gave AJ a look to tell him what she thought
of that idea.

Thankfully, AJ didn’t push it. He left her
looking at the face in the mirror that, after three miserable
years, didn’t startle her so much anymore. She doubted it’d ever
feel like hers, though.

When she thought of herself, she was still
Katherine Eleanor Kent, socialite celebri-tante. Kiki. Not the
mysteriously disappeared poor little rich girl, Kiki Kent, either.
Anyone born in the last four decades would know that scandal.
Anyone but her. She didn’t remember her actual disappearance. Only
afterwards, the being marched before God’s court of disapproving
angels area. Trial and sentence. Crime and punishment.

Kiki, what have you done now?, her
mother would scold. Millie didn’t know. One day she was on her way
to rendezvous with Glen Mitchum before his wife came home. The next
she was in golden cuffs. She was cited with gross indifference.
Apparently doing nothing in life is worse than doing wrong. By
never interfering in the toxic lives surrounding Kiki Kent, she got
here. Here sucked.

Well, all of it except AJ. They were bound
together in their mutual sentences. He was far better a cupid than
she was, however, and if she didn’t match Brooke, AJ’d be
reassigned.

Millie touched her belly where it ached over
the very idea. This Millie in the mirror was shorter than Kiki,
plumper, with an ass that had a mind of its own. Every cosmetic
trick in the book wouldn’t change what God had given Millie. No
dropping jaws when this entered a room. No champagne
promises. Maybe a table lamp to the floor if she wasn’t
careful.

Why give her a different body? More
punishment? Or was utter lack of male attention supposed to help
somehow? Being desired came in handy. The right skirt and pouty
glance opened doors and closets. As Kiki, she’d have had this cupid
thing all sewn up and AJ in bed by now.

AJ walked past the bathroom door. One molten
look from him instantly bolstered her self esteem. She let out a
long breath when he paused, shrugged and left her to finish what
was surely an act of desperation, if there ever was one. If only
all that sex exuding from every gorgeous pore was only meant for
her.

It wasn’t. It was part of his own punishment,
his cupid magic developed over who knew how many years. He made his
matches, fast and easy, then was stuck with her until she either
got one right or Heaven intervened.

At least he didn’t mind helping her. From the
start he’d tried to explain how it all worked. Going into wondrous
detail about the chemistry of human attraction, of hormonal
compatibility and how compounds met and evolved in mortal love.
Millie generally lost track right after pheromones diagram A.
Watching his mouth move just did things to her. Tinkered with her
concentration. Plucked at her libido.

She needed to focus. Brooke. Dinner. The
break-in. Her seven slender gold bracelets, her cupid handcuffs,
jingled on her right arm when she powdered her not-so-pert nose.
They constantly reminded her. Brooke Munkle had to fall in
love.

Or Millie wouldn’t get back to her old life.
Or Kiki Kent might as well be dead instead of missing. Or she would
lose AJ.

Millie smiled tightly at her reflection. With
a fluff and a toss of mousy brown curls, she adjusted her meager
bust and exited. AJ stood behind his architect’s desk, scanning her
latest bunch of bachelor files. Mouse sized guilt squeaked inside
her. She should be doing that. Not only was he sex and lust, he was
kindness and consideration, too?

She couldn’t do this without him.

She pulled her coat on. “Any luck?”

AJ shook his head, tossing a file aside.
“Aren’t there any more parameters I can request?”

“If I had any. Good credit, educated, no
felonies, weight, height. No wait, have we added weight? What do
you usually use again?”

“Selecting the Ms. Right is an entirely
different set of parameters.”

“Let me guess. Two, in particular, right?”
she asked.

AJ grinned. There was that, too. He got her
dumb jokes. A finger of heat rippled over her shoulders. She shook
it off, shrugging into the parka. It was snowing in Reno. Again.
Why couldn’t they land a gig somewhere tropical? Why did every last
one have to be in some cold or damp or dirty little city?

The jacket’s material hissed with her
movements. It smelled like swimming pool. “I shouldn’t be
long.”

AJ nodded, his attention back on the files.
Millie waited for something else to say. Today’s miserable failure
had left her drained. The only dirt she could find in Brooke’s
entire place was poor laundry skills and a photo of Brooke’s
wedding day. Zilch, in a nutshell, unless…she’d looked so happy in
the photo. “Has her ex-husband’s file come in yet?”

AJ shook his head. Millie let out a nice
long, loud sigh. Ahh. Forget it.

She was stalling and, while leaving AJ always
felt a bit like caffeine withdrawal, she needed to get to Ramone’s.
To Brooke.

To pinpoint why her wedding day was the first
thing Brooke needed to see when she came home.

Millie grabbed her keys and left. She half
wanted to forget the whole mess and let Brooke stay pissed. Buy
some time to send AJ with more parameters, time to brainstorm. But
Brooke would only get madder. This assignment didn’t need to get
harder.

Wouldn’t it be nice if she could just explain
the truth. “You see, Brooke, I’m a new cupid, a felon of sorts on
community service so to speak, and I’m crap at it. I haven’t made a
match in the three years I’ve been stuck in this mess. However,
you, Brooke, are in luck. I have vowed to find you love if it’s the
last thing I do. And it might be. So, while you were waiting for me
today, all embarrassed and angry, I was picking your lock, invading
your apartment and begging the universe for a break in your case so
I could isolate some schmuck to love you, ditch off one of these
bangles here, and get back to who I used to be. Fabulous. See? No
need to get mad. No need to fret. Get on board, help me help you.
All that shit. Sound good?”

Good.

Five minutes later, Millie swerved into
Ramone’s and parked. She spotted Brooke’s Acura. Steam wafted from
her mouth only to be sucked off by the wind. She shook her hands
out. Now or never. No wonder she still wore all seven gold bands.
Love just wasn’t her drink of choice. Give her a shot of like any
day. Lust on the rocks. She trudged up the wet slope of strip mall
parking lot to the restaurant’s door. Red checked tablecloths and
candle-dripped wicker wine bottles faked authenticity. Scents of
Florence sunsets, memories of Andalusia beaches, hovered in her
mind’s peripheries.

She stepped inside and the warm air gusted
her nostalgia back to nausea.

“Table for one?” greeted the Hispanic
hostess.

“I’m meeting someone,” Millie said, ignoring
the relief on the woman’s face. “I think she’s here already.”

“Ah, yes. Your friend. You are Maleficent,
no?”

A villainess? Well, close enough. Millie
nodded and followed her to the rear of the restaurant, her doom
climbing with eachstep. She pulled off her jacket. She could do
this. She had to do this. If she were ever going to get back to her
life, to those beaches, those restaurants--.

Brooke stood up so fast, she knocked her
chair over. The hostess scurried to correct it and Millie smiled
wider. Brooke flushed, rolled her eyes skyward, and for a moment,
not a drop of tension remained between them.

“Before you say anything, Brooke, let me tell
you again, I’m so sorry.” Millie sat. “I’m a terrible friend. I
should have called you and warned you that I couldn’t come today.
It was thoughtless. I should have been there to read your paper.
Something important came up at the last minute and I just didn’t
have time.”

“Honestly, Millie.” Brooke drank from her ice
water’s straw. The ice crashed against the glass. “I don’t really
care.”

“You don’t care?” Millie’s stomach hitched.
Benign words for her diffident air. Had she gone and done something
else wrong? “So, you forgive me?”

“It’s my own fault, really. You’re always
late. Me, getting my hopes up.” Her hand went to her chest. “My
counting on you is my mistake.”

“Ouch.” Brooke couldn’t possibly know about
the break-in, could she? She hadn’t even been home yet to
find her front door unlocked. Had she? “I suppose I deserve that,
though.”

“Millie, it’s not about deserving or not. You
are who you are.” Brooke set her glass down. The lemon wedge
toppled to the table and stayed there. “If we can call each other
friends, then we should be able to see the other person for who
they really are and accept them regardless.”

Double ouch. “I’m so sorry, Brooke. Really, I
am.”

Brooke put her hands in the air as if to say,
“enough”. Were her hands shaking? Oh no. How mad was she? And if
she wasn’t mad about being stood up, or the break-in, then what
…?

“Would you ladies like another moment or are
you ready to order?”

Millie could have kissed the pimple-faced
waiter for his timing.

“I need a little more time,” Brooke said.

“Sure thing,” the waiter chirped. “Just wave
me down when you’re ready.”

Brooke nodded very slowly, her gaze making
Millie feel like a germ under a microscope. Her pulse tripled in
beat. Was it hot in here or was it the cold water making her
stomach dizzy?

“Wait,” Millie said, snatching the waiter’s
arm. “What are your specials tonight?”

He eyeballed her hand. She promptly removed
it.

“We don’t have any specials. Come summertime,
we’ll have a seasonal menu, but the owner doesn’t like
specials.”

“Oh.” She could feel Brooke’s stare. Crap.
“Alright. Thanks.”

Millie busied herself with the menu, ignoring
the silence inflating between them. Brooke sipped her water dry.
Her menu lay untouched next to the fallen lemon wedge.

Millie bit her inner cheek. “What’s good
here?”

“Why did you call Jason, Millie?”

“Jason?” It was Millie’s turn to drink water,
her mouth suddenly dry.

“Yes. He said you called him. When did you
call him, exactly?” Brooke wound the edge of her turtleneck with
her index finger, her gaze intent on Millie. “And, why did you call
him? Exactly?”

Man, her tone could cut. No wonder she didn’t
cuss. She didn’t f-ing need to. Lies, don’t fail me now. “I
called Jason this afternoon.” While I broke into
your condo and found your wedding photo front and center in your
entryway. “He wasn’t supposed to tell you.”

Millie giggled nervously while her brain dug
in deep for excuses. Had she thought for a second Jason would go
against what she’d explicitly asked on her message for him
not to do—i.e. tell Brooke—, she might have been
prepared.

Brooke straightened, her fingers folded.
“Well, he did. So, could you start explaining what is going on
before my mind takes me down any uglier scenarios than it already
has?”

Exes weren’t supposed to chat each other up
or be unwilling to keep a secret or two. Mille hadn’t even used the
word secret with Jason. She’d said surprise. Reuniting Jason and
Brooke was a long shot, Millie knew it, but it was all she had and
it would only work if Jason didn’t screw it up. Brooke blinked, her
eyebrows rose impossibly higher.

“I was going to ask him about you,” Millie
scrambled. AJ’s earlier words echoed in her head. The truth?
No, no, no. Not the truth. “That is to say, I was going to ask him
about your birthday.”

“My birthday.”

“Yes.”

“Was over a month ago.”

Crap. The lie she’d prepped for Jason may as
well do. “Yes. And I didn’t really do anything for it and after
today and all the other times you’ve tolerated me like a saint, I
thought I could come up with a post birthday,
thanks-for-putting-up-with-me kind of thing for you.”

“I asked you not to do anything for my
birthday, remember?” she said, less edgy. “I stopped celebrating
them after my last one with Jason.”

Really? Interesting. So, did that mean Brooke
was so heartbroken that she couldn’t bring herself to celebrate
after Jason did such an amazing job on their last one together? Or
was it so awful that it led to their marriage’s demise? Maybe
Millie was getting somewhere. And a good job on the up-swing, if
she did say so herself.

Millie nodded. “I do remember you saying
that, but….”

“All set, ladies?” The waiter popped over,
his timing not so excellent this time.

Brooke ordered a Cobb Salad. And more
water.

“I’ll have a screwdriver,” Millie said. “And
the spaghetti.”

Now, how could she dig more deeply into this
birthday thing? Or this breakup-divorce-wedding-photo thing? Both,
anyone? She turned her attention back to Brooke, noting her
eyebrows were far less arched. Good. “So, why is it that you
don’tcele—?”

“With meat sauce, marinara, or
meatballs?”

Millie clenched her jaw. “Marinara.”

“With garlic toast, garlic bread, breadstick
or dinner roll?”

Millie’s gaze swung to the waiter.
“Breadstick.” She glared at him, willing herself not to hiss.
“Thank you.”

His grin faltered. Good. Maybe he could run
along now?

“I’ll be back to refill your waters. Unless
you need anything else?”

She ticked her head, no.

Brooke smiled.

The waiter backed away.

Now, where was she? Oh, yes. Brooke’s
birthday. Calling Jason. In truth, had Jason actually answered or
called her back, she didn’t know what she’d have said beyond the
first lie. She hadn’t had a lot of time to complete the scheme yet.
Surprise was a general enough term and she’d planned on winging a
party idea. Now he probably would never call her. On to another
blind stab.

“I love birthdays,” Millie said. “Every one.
The bigger the better. Why did you stop celebrating them?”

Not the smoothest transition, but hey.

Brooke shrugged. “Lots of reasons. Getting
older, being divorced, you know.”

“No. I don’t. I mean, I always thought of
birthdays as an excuse to get dolled up, make men drool, dance all
night and try to guess which gift was a re-gift.” Vegas. The
Bahamas. As Kiki, the possibilities had been limitless. Themes,
location, A-list exclusivity. Her chest tightened. Man, her life
had been fun. “Don’t you ever want to be pampered like a goddess
for one day out of the year? Every year?”

“No. Not me.” Chuckling, Brooke scrunched her
chin up. “Simple dinner party is more my style. But, it doesn’t
matter now. Maybe next year. Besides, it’s not that I tolerate you.
You’re my friend. I hate it when people try to make things up to
me, you know?” She finger quoted the air. “Why can’t people just be
considerate? Because you can never make up for a wrong. For
anything.”

“Yeah.” Slice. She couldn’t believe how bad
that hurt. Millie looked down and rubbed her nose, trying to get
the sting out of her eyes. “I guess you’re right.”

“Oh, no, Millie,” Brooke said, reaching
across the table. “That came out wrong. I didn’t mean you, so much
as generally speaking. Everyone. Like Jason. He would do that sort
of thing all the time.”

“Oh, I know.” Millie nodded, waved her hand
through the air. That might be the first negative thing she’d ever
heard Brooke say about her ex. “Still, I will be a better friend.
You deserve a friend you can count on.”

“I can count on you,” Brooke said. “In lots
of ways.”

If they didn’t get off this subject now,
Millie might cry. “Have you ever had a Hollywood style birthday,
Brooke? You know, glamour to the hilt, alike-it’s-1999 kind of
party?”

“No, I don’t think I know anyone who’s had
that kind of birthday,” she said as their dinners arrived. “Sounds
like something from a tabloid, but no one I know.”

Millie snorted, then downed half her
screwdriver. But, her call to Jason might not be a waste after all.
Yes, he’d told Brooke about it, but she hadn’t actually told the
man anything. Yet. Instead of trying to milk information from him,
maybe she could enlist his help, unwitting help, of course. Hmmm.
Glamour.

Millie eyed Brooke. Limp hair, scant make-up,
a clear need for a wax and facial. A day at a spa could do Brooke
wonders. A new wardrobe and she’d be a whole new woman. What if
Jason saw her looking amazing?

Then what?

Dinner. Nice, but not too fancy. Could be
rather romantic and, if executed properly, Millie could create the
circumstances she needed to finally match Brooke Munkle, in one
fell swoop.

The idea took hold and consumed her
attention. For the first time since being assigned to Brooke, she
saw hope. She ate and plotted and only half heard Brooke’s lengthy
story. Something about class, her paper, some romance novels? Nor
could she later recap for AJ what they’d discussed for the rest of
the meal. She was simply too excited. A breakthrough!







Chapter Four

“Hello?” Brooke groggily answered her cell
phone, wondering what time it was.

“Brooke! It’s Millie. Listen I’m sorry to
wake you, but I couldn’t wait.”

Brooke sat up. Sampson meowed his
disapproval, but didn’t move from his favorite spot on her legs. It
was still dark out. The clock read six. “Couldn’t wait? For
what?”

“I have a little surprise for you. What are
you doing tonight?”

The vibrancy in Millie’s voice whispered
untold promise. Enough promise that Brooke’s date with a paperback
Scottish brute paled in comparison.

“Nothing, yet. What’s up?” If she wasn’t
awake before, she was now.

“Nope. Can’t tell.” Millie’s glee bounced
through the line and into Brooke’s belly. “Let’s just say I found a
way to make up for no-showing on you last week.”

Brooke’s belly sank as though to say, “Oh
yeah, that.” But it had been six days. Six days and not even a
phone call. Brooke would do just about anything if it meant they
were talking again. Angry at her or not, life without Millie in it
sucked.

“How long will it take you to drive from
class to the mall tonight?”

“Ten minutes or so.”

“Perfect. Just don’t wear heels.”

Heels? Did she ever wear heels? Brooke chewed
a nail, contemplating her phone after they hung up. That giddy
voice, her secretive tone. What was Millie up to? A movie? Nah.
Dancing? Not likely. She was up to something good, though. A little
treasure of some sort and Brooke was a sucker for a surprise. Her
life needed some mystery.

Brooke couldn’t get focused to save her life
and the day crawled by.

As class finally neared its end, one tiny
part of her began to panic. What if Millie tried something extreme?
Matching tattoos? Or worse, something desperate? How sorry was her
friend? Brooke felt a sudden frenzy in her tummy. Not that she
could think of any extreme or desperate example. After all, what
was extreme when it came to Millie? Turn Brooke into a mail order
bride?

No. She was just being silly. Millie was
spontaneous and flashy. Her surprise would be fun, Brooke
reaffirmed, and her anticipation buzzed back to life. Tonight would
be better than any romance novel. Anything would sparkle up
Brooke’s typical Friday night, though. Sampson might be a good,
albeit hairy, listener but spontaneous, he was not.

“Promise me one thing,” Millie had said on
their third call that afternoon. “You will let me do this. I need
to do this and I need you to just sit back, relax and put up with
my surprise. All right?”

After the six day Millie drought, Brooke
might have agreed to chubby nudist speed dating just to have her
friend back. Sure, she’d been angry. Yes, she had put her foot
down, so to speak, but six days? Come on.

Clearly, if a few days absence bothered
Brooke this much, she had grown too dependent on Millie. Who could
blame her, though? Her family, parents included, didn’t approve of
her divorce. Her sister, busy with two young kids, hardly called.
Plus, when she’d left Jason after fifteen years of marriage, she’d
also lost all her friends.

Shope’s voice droned in the background of her
thoughts. “…D-day marked the bloodiest….”

At first, to be fair, no one had claimed a
side. Not family, not friends. Probably praying the separation
wouldn’t progress into the big “D” word. Who could blame their need
for denial? She didn’t. How could she? She’d thought she was living
a fairytale, too. For years. Until King Charming stopped bedding
his queen. Even then, she kept hoping.

When her own D-day had approached, the
genders took sides. Wives for Brooke, an occasional husband thrown
in for good measure. They phoned in offers of help, shoulders to
cry on, ears to bend. But, when she took the offers—and man, did
she—every one of them inevitably asked, what went wrong? She still
didn’t have an answer. There wasn’t another woman. No secret
gambling. No abuse or lies. She hadn’t met anyone new. Brooke
couldn’t say what went wrong and, one by one, her supporters snuck
out of camp.

Sympathetic pats evolved into hesitating eye
contact and changing subjects. Phone calls dwindled, went
unreturned. Along with the house, the mini-van, most of his income,
and all of their assets, Jason Munkle won sole custody of their
friends.

Debbie Johnson-Hines, dame of wives poker
night, summed it up. “I don’t know what you did to lose Jason,
honey, and I suppose it’s none of my business, but whatever it was
couldn’t have been a small thing. You have to understand,
they’re uncomfortable around you. They aren’t sure who you are
anymore.”

Brooke still wished she’d smacked the
collagen right off the woman’s lips. She couldn’t, though. It just
wasn’t in her. She’d mustered a gasp. Brooke never had the nerve
for violence. Besides, she’d been too stunned to do more than
leave, stuttering a goodbye. Sure, everyone began thinking the
worst. She’d heard the whispers. Selfish, superior,
frigid.

Brooke got the blame.

Shope’s chalk screeched over the blackboard.
The clock on the wall had to be broken. Brooke drummed her fingers.
She pretended the girl who’d called her fifty was absent instead of
doodling, as usual, two feet away.

To think, in the beginning, she’d actually
fooled herself into thinking they’d be the first couple in history
to rise above the pettiness of divorce. They’d stay friends. Her
need for acceptance and empathy from her peers had clawed at her.
She’d resisted. She refused to blame him for her choices. She rose
above it.

Jason did not. He never corrected the flying
assumptions. Very upstanding of him. She could just see him, cowing
his head, a simpering nod, never saying a word against a single
accusation sent Brooke’s way. Nope, Jason never defended her honor.
If he had, Brooke wouldn’t have become so stranded. So isolated
that she actually considered calling the whole thing off and
groveling back into his good graces.

Maybe that had been his plan, to starve her
out, her very own fall of Rome.

Then along came Millie. Just in time. She’d
plowed into Brooke’s world. Everything changed. Not a big bang
change either. Incremental, uncomfortable at first. Then easy and
new and before Brooke knew it, she was focused on her new business,
taking classes and no longer thought about Debbie’s simpering nods
or anyone else’s.

If Millie had a surprise for her, Brooke
would trust her. Hold her breath, plug her nose and dive in. She
trusted her to read her papers, she trusted her when Millie dragged
her to a new restaurant. Plunked her in front of a new TV show or
into a new pair of shoes. Perpetually late, sometimes thoughtless,
she was the truest friend Brooke had ever had.

The flash of black on white under her nose
snatched Brooke’s thoughts back to class, which was ending. She
slipped her graded paper, another miserable B minus, into her bag
and forced herself to walk, not run, for the door. Shope offered
his typical farewell, reminding them of their assignment, comparing
their lives to desperate victims’ decades past.

She just left. Got in her car and headed for
Meadow Wood Mall. Seeing that B, though, got him back in her
head. She imagined Elliott sitting in Shope’s darkening office,
desk lamp highlighting his mighty red pen’s scholastic slaughter.
Loathing his job and taking it out on students. Did her meager
grade make him feel like a bigger man? Hah.

Blinker flipped, she pulled into traffic. “He
probably doesn’t even read the things,” she said to herself.

Not once had she gotten comments or
suggestions, after all. No explanations along the margins. Which
rankled her. How could she improve if no one told her how to?
Probably liked it that way, though. Or, maybe he didn’t care, just
slapped a letter on them in random order. Alphabetical. Alan
through Faust, an A, Finch through Munkle, a B, and so on.

Wait, was that her turn back there? She
glanced in her rearview mirror. No. Good.

Of course, he’d have to switch his system
around to keep a system like that up. Otherwise, the average would
look skewed. Too many fails.

Humph.

She’d put her soul into those papers. Well,
not her soul exactly, but a lot of work. A lot of stress for so
many B’s. She kind of hoped he did hate his job. Shope was probably
a pain to work for. It made her feel better, too, imagining he had
better things to do than sift through historical regurgitation that
couldn’t possibly merit an A.

Thank God she hadn’t admitted that paper was
hers.

The car behind hers honked.

Brooke winced and waved at the driver, whose
hands were up in the universal come on dummy. She knew, she knew.
Wouldn’t get any greener if she watered it. She pressed the gas
pedal.

What did she care what Elliott thought,
anyhow? She wasn’t taking the class to ace it. She was there to
learn about an era from which she was building a business on.
Namely, what the memorabilia she sold meant to people. Context.
Besides, he didn’t even know she was in the class. She had said she
found the paper when she’d given it to him. So, it wasn’t as though
he’d rushed to his seat and read every last word, hands gripped in
ecstasy. Judging her the whole way through, laughing or nodding or
any of the other things she’d spent far too much time
picturing.

Oh no. That was her turn back there. Yes?
Great.

She banged a u-turn and shook her focus back
to Millie. Yes, her friend. And her friend’s make-it-up-to-her
surprise. Maybe she’d ask Millie about Elliott. She had told her
about him last week at dinner. Well, in part. Not the Blue Eyes
part, or the assistant part. Or the butterflies. Still, Millie knew
some of it. Thankfully, Millie hadn’t sniffed out that details were
missing or Brooke might’ve had to lie to fill in the blanks.

Brooke didn’t lie well. Made her twitchy.

For whatever reason, she didn’t want Millie
to know the whole truth. Tonight though, maybe she’d spill it
anyway. Get some advice. About her grades, particularly. How could
she word it?

Pulling into a parking spot outside mall
entrance five, Brooke felt lighter already. With her entourage of
confidence, Millie would know what to do. Millie could make a pair
of sweats look grateful just to be on her. She’d know exactly what
to say to end all this wasted energy thinking about, wondering
about, some guy who, belly flutters aside, didn’t have a shot in
the world with her.

Or her with him.

He probably didn’t even want one after the
way she’d left.

Brooke locked her car, ignoring the defeat
that last part inspired. “There,” she said out loud. “Solved. Now,
get yourself together, go in, find Millie and have some fun.”

Ten minutes later, Brooke stood blindfolded
and cursing herself for trusting Millie, somewhere in the vicinity
of the mall food court. Don’t peek? Brooke gritted out the promise.
Anything to get this over with. Not fun.

Millie squeezed her hands. “Promise if you
hate anything, anything at all, you will tell me. Immediately.”

Had to be a shopping spree. Conversations
past after a marathon of Pretty Woman and ice cream flurried in her
mind. “I promise.”

“Promise me you will remain open-
minded.”

Uncertainty quivered over Brooke’s shoulders.
Millie had far different taste from hers. What if she didn’t get to
pick the clothes? “I promise.”

“Okay. Now, promise me you will, under no
circumstances, question why or how I am able to do this, and you
will accept what I am doing as a gift that is in no way intended as
an insult.”

Insult? Um, okay. Maybe not a spree. Worse?
Visions of scissors and hair dye slashed in her head. Queasy dread
prickled her belly. “I promise?”

Millie began bouncing, up and down. Blindfold
or not, six inches height difference were a recipe for a fall.
Luckily, before she yanked them both downward, Millie stopped.

“Wait right here.”

“Right here? Blindfolded?” Either Millie
didn’t hear her or was adding tortured silence to the surprise. For
both their sakes, it had better be the former.

Scents of fried hot dogs and warm pizza
wafted to her nose. Her stomach growled above its unease. The whir
of shoppers milling around her amplified with every passing second.
Brooke rubbed her flaming cheeks. “No one’s looking,” she told
herself. “No one here knows you.” How embarrassing! “You never
promised not to get furious about being stranded for people to
point and laugh at you.”

“Don’t worry,” a man’s voice said, warm
breath on her neck. “No one is laughing.”

Brooke stiffened, forgetting how to breathe.
Did she know that voice? Was it Blue Eyes? Time seemed to suspend
along with her capacity to think straight. Her hands rushed to
uncover her eyes but Millie’s stopped them. “Hey! No peeking
remember?”

“But, I—I.” She fought to peer out of the
blackness.

“Nope. Uh-uh. Now, come along. There you go,
walk slowly.”

“Who is that? Who’s with you?”

“No one. Just me and you.”

“Where did h—?” Did she know that voice? Or
were her collegiate insecurities coming back to nibble? Millie
certainly wouldn’t bring him, of all people. “Where did you go?
Who’s with you?”

“No one and I’m not telling where. It’s just
us. Well, for now.”

“Millie, where did you go?” Better yet, where
did he go?

“Uh-uh. I can’t tell you. But, in about seven
more steps, you will see for yourself.”

She didn’t want to take any more steps. The
odor of acrylic, the whiz of a blow dryer, closed her coffin. She
already knew. A makeover. And she had promised.

Brooke repressed the groan rising from her
chest, smiled and did her best ohmigoshforme as her best friend
served up one chromed out salon, flaming effeminate hairdresser,
glinting scissors on the side. “A makeover,” she said through a
forced smile.

Millie’s clapped her hands, gushing.
“Surprise!”







Chapter Five

A cucumber oatmeal facial, platinum
highlights and pedicure later, Brooke reclined, eyes closed as the
resident make-up artist, Chloe, layered her features. Brooke’s
cheekbones were either chiseled or gone. Millie hadn’t poked her
head in for far too long. If she didn’t know better, Brooke would
say she’d left the salon entirely.

But Millie wouldn’t just up and leave her
there. Would she? Nah. She was probably merely executing the next
step of the makeover. Makeover? More like force-over. Or wonder-
until-you-think-you’ll-scream-over. What more could possibly come?
Brooke didn’t want to know. She didn’t want her nails done, thus,
mani-pedi got downgraded to pedi. Her hair had been cut and
colored, washed and styled long ago. Prayers to hair gods, she
still looked like herself.

Once the make-up artist, Chloe, stealthily
quiet and intent on her work, finally finished, what else could
there be?

“You have gorgeous skin,” Chloe murmured,
wanding more gloss to Brooke’s lips. “How old are you, if you don’t
mind me asking?”

Tell this not-a-day-over-twenty-year-old her
age? Yeah, right. And, wasn’t it still rude to ask a woman that
kind of thing? “Thank you,” was all she said.

“You don’t have to tell me,” Chloe said,
patting her shoulder. “I can guess. Your skin looks years better
than most women your age, though. I will tell you that.”

“Um, thanks.” Had that been a compliment? “I
don’t tan.”

Like the girl could even spell the word
wrinkle let alone guess how many times Brooke massaged the deep
line between her eyebrows.

“Best thing for you,” Chloe said. “Stay out
of the sun.”

Brooke let herself sigh and wish this thing
over already. Her highland hunk’s visage beckoned, rekindling
wishes of flannels and wine. She pictured herself, snuggled up,
gazing at the cover. Blue Eyes’ face swam into the hero’s
place.

She cursed herself. She should have torn that
blindfold off. Instead, Millie’s voice, right there in front of
her, had thrown her. How many seconds had passed in between? Had
Millie seen Elliott? She told herself again, it was just a passerby
who’d heard her and tossed in his two cents. Some random shopper.
The only reason she’d suspected it was Blue Eyes—correction,
Elliott—was because he’d been on her brain.

What if it had been him? She hadn’t imagined
that low timber or the nearness. The way her flesh had tingled in
awareness had been all too real. She wouldn’t react to a stranger’s
voice like that. Would she? Was she so bereft of male attention
that the first whisper in the dark gave her goose bumps? Not that
she wanted it to be him. She didn’t.

Ugh. She had to stop thinking about him!

“Is she done?” It was Carlos, her surprise
hair butcher.

“Yes,” Chloe near whispered and turned
Brooke’s chair.

Brooke opened her eyes, braced to see her new
look, but a cutting cape blocked the mirror.

“I’ll get Ms. Match.” Carlos’ delight trilled
in his voice. “Don’t you move.”

Move? Brooke forced a smile. Where could she
go? Out to the food court to find—stop!

“Don’t show her.” Millie came jingling around
the corner, her signature gold bangles announcing her. “Not yet.”
She halted upon seeing Brooke, her fingertips came to her chest.
“First, put this on. And these.”

Brooke’s mouth opened but the words never
came out.

“Remember, you promised.”

Clothes, too? It had to be going on eight
o’clock by now. The mall would close by nine, wouldn’t it? Someone
tell her she’d be able to leave soon.

Millie draped a black dress over her arm and
handed over a matching pair of slender heels. “The bathroom’s
behind you to your left. Don’t you dare look under the drape. I
want to be right by your side when you see yourself.”

Brooke fixed a smile on and reminded herself
to never get mad at Millie again, so help her. No getting mad meant
no repeating this never-ending spoil-her treatment that felt more
like torture. Give her a bookstore shopping spree. A five star
dinner. A pedicure while watching an old movie. She was too…too…old
for all this.

Too old?

Guilt stabbed through her. She should be
thrilled. She shouldn’t be too old for this. That brunette
from class flashed in her head. “You’re about my mom’s age….”
Yucko.

Brooke closed the bathroom door and examined
the knee length black dress’s scooped neckline and flirty skirt.
The cut would show off her collarbone. The length would disguise
her chicken legs. The heels might even camouflage her size ten skis
for feet. Brooke had to give it to Millie. She did have good
taste.

Even if she was a little pushy about it.
Besides, when was the last time Brooke had done anything like this?
Even for herself? Her wedding day? Brooke gasped. No. It couldn’t
have been that long ago.

Could it?

Half bent over the shoes, Brooke
straightened. Her eyes stung. She turned, slung the gown onto the
door hook and rushed for a sheet of toilet paper to staunch the
torrent gathering in the corners of her eyes.

Damn it. It had been that long. Sixteen
years. And she was old.

Oh no. No, no, no. No crying. Not here. Not
now. This wasn’t something to cry over. It was supposed to be fun.
Fun! When had she become such a boring old—cat—lady? Where was the
Brooke who’d pierced her naval on a dare? The girl who’d turned
Jason down seven times before finally giving him her number? The
girl who, surrounded by bridesmaids and her mother, in a salon just
like this one, had promised each one of them that nothing would
change. That she would not change just because she was becoming a
wife.

The first to get married, they’d all been so
worried she’d be lost to them. No longer interested in fun, no
longer relatable.

An outsider.

She hadn’t understood it then. Did she
now?

She slumped onto the toilet lid. She stared
at the dress, at the shoes, in turns. Why did trying them on now
feel like treason? Couldn’t she relax and enjoy her friend’s
obviously generous gift? None of this looked like her ideal apology
but, certainly, Millie couldn’t be so off the mark that Brooke
abhorred a simple makeover.

She’d been pampered, fawned over and probably
looked better than she had in years. How could any of this be a bad
thing? Before she knew it, the dabs at her eyes grew to wipes as
the tears fattened and threatened to run rivulets through her
make-up.

Where had sixteen years gone? Who took the
girl she used to be? Brooke was supposed to be starting over. This
should feel like a welcome part of that. Her nose joined in the
waterworks, snotting up. A hiccup of a sob gripped her. Brooke
stood and shook her head. “No,” she said. “Get a hold of yourself.
Blame it on hormones or fatigue or a long week or whatever, but
don’t you dare start a pity party. Not here. Not now.”

There would be plenty of time to cry. Later,
once she got home, curled up in bed and the silence closed in
around her. Later, when fearing she was meant to end her days alone
pressed down on her. Not now.

Brooke yanked off her slacks and sweater and
stepped into the dress. She slipped on the strappy shoes, zipped
the dress up as far as she could and shook her hair out.

Should she break her promise and peek behind
this covered mirror? Nah. She couldn’t fake a thing. Millie’d know
she’d cheated right off. What if Brooke hated it? Her hair felt a
lot shorter, and all that layering had made her neck buzz with
dread.

But, hey. So what if she looked ridiculous.
Hair grew back, right? Make-up washed off. At least this dress
would certainly turn out to be fabulous.

She walked out of the bathroom, tucking her
folded clothes neatly under her arm.

“Alright, Millie. There’s just one problem.”
Brooke met Millie’s wide-eyed excitement head on. “I haven’t shaved
my legs since Halloween.”

“I know Reno night life isn’t exactly
hoppin’,” Elliott said, tossing down his bare hot dog stick. “But
why would you pick the mall of all places for your first blind
date.”

His cousin, Gordon, rolled his eyes. “Our
date isn’t here, genius. It’s at the restaurant. Garcia’s. Heard of
it?”

“Yeah, the Garcia’s attached to the mall.” He
teased his cousin, but his mind was elsewhere. As if she
wasn’t intriguing enough already, standing in the middle of the
mall blindfolded clinched it. “Why are we here so early again?”

“To shop.” Gordon adjusted his tray. “To
people watch. You like to people watch.”

Elliott was ready to start rolling his eyes.
“You’re nervous.” Every pore shouted it. His heart went out to
him.

“We both know, I’m not good at dating,”
Gordon said. “I needed a little time to adjust, okay?”

True enough. Gordon worked too much to date
and he was naturally shy. He used to be worse at it back before
stepping out of the proverbial closet that everyone already knew he
was in. Elliott decided to give him a break. “Alright. When are we
going shopping?”

Gordon nailed him with a glare. “Soon.”

It shouldn’t be, but his curiosity over that
blindfold grew by the minute. “What are we shopping for?”

“A shirt.” Gordon dimmed his glare to a high
beam. “In case I sweat too much.”

“In case?” Elliott suppressed his chuckle
down to a cough. “So, tell me about him. What’s his name, what’s he
like, where’d you meet him?”

Gordon’s posture softened a bit. “Well, we’ve
been emailing and talking for a few weeks, and he seems really
nice. Masculine.” Gordon toyed with his straw. “His pictures, if
they’re really him, are hot. Tall, broad shoulders. Washboard abs.
Sideburns.”

Elliott put his hands up. “Enough. I get
it.”

“Sorry,” Gordon said. “You can talk boobs the
rest of the next hour, okay? It’s just, I know looks aren’t
everything. I mean, look at me.”

“What do you mean, Gordon? Don’t sell
yourself short. You’re a catch.”

Gordon patted his healthy paunch. “Yeah. Some
catch.”

Elliott’s gaze scanned the mall for blonde
hair. She’d rejected his advances flat two times. Elliott was no
masochist. He stopped, forcing his attention back across the table,
to Gordon finishing his second corndog.

Elliott twisted his stick against the tray.
“Is he young?” Elliott asked.

“No, thank God. Forty-ish.” Gordon settled
into his chair and glanced over the food court. “Divorced. I just
hope he’s not going to try to be secretive. You know, one of those
I’m-not-gay-but-my-penis-is kind of men? What if he didn’t take a
good look at my pictures?”

Divorced was better than married. He hated
the idea of Gordon getting hurt again. “Did you send him recent
shots?”

Gordon half nodded, half winced.

“Well, if he’s older, he probably won’t be
worried about a little extra to cuddle.” And if he was divorced, he
was likely openly gay rather than having secret affairs. “Give the
guy a chance before you have him dumping you.”

“I know. You’re right.” Gordon shrugged.
“Hopefully.”

“Of course I am.” Elliott punched him in the
shoulder. “Now. Let’s go get you a shirt. There’s an Eddie Bauer by
the salon.”

By the salon he’d seen her maneuvered
into. Luck willing, he’d be able to chance a bump into her. Not
that he’d give her a third shot at rejecting him. Gordon stood. The
simple move sent a lift through Elliott. Eddie Bauer had been a
blind stab. His mind leapt with images of her surprise at seeing
him again. Had she known it was him whispering in her ear as she
stood there, vulnerable and too damned sexy? She had a defiant way
of standing when she felt awkward. Arms crossed, hip out.

“You coming?” Gordon asked.

“Yeah.”

Adrenaline ticked through him. Not from the
prospect of shopping, either. He might see her. Or, she him. Had
she recognized his voice when he’d breezed that comment by her.
Unlikely. They’d only actually talked once. No, twice. Maybe he
should have left her alone. How could he help himself, though? He’d
arrived to meet Gordon and there she was, alone, blindfolded and
talking to herself right in his path. Like someone had planned it
for him. Talk about timing.

Just two seconds later and her friend would
have been there and he’d have walked right past her, silent. They
crossed the mall’s concaved lounge toward the store. Across and
down from the restaurant, was the salon. His pulse picked up. His
gaze hung on the tall windowed front of the salon, searching for a
glimpse of sandy blonde waves, of her unmistakable posture.

Elliott spotted her and his breath caught.
Standing by the receptionist, laughing, looking elegant and
sophisticated. She looked incredible in black. Stunning and sexy.
Heat coursed through him. But it was more than the black dress. It
was all of her. The way she stood. Moved.

Refreshed.

She was next to her friend, the one who’d
never shown that night at The Book Exchange, the one Elliott had to
thank for his chance to strike. She turned her head so he could see
her profile and her smile. What he wouldn’t give to make her smile
like that.

How had he ever gotten the nerve to buy her
those books? Not that he wasn’t naturally spontaneous. He was. He
took risks. He wouldn’t be where he was if he hadn’t.

She’d changed her hair. Shorter, so it swung
below her shoulders. Elliott dug his hands into his jeans,
uncomfortably aware of how close they were now. A few paces and
they’d be walking past the storefront. Would she see him? Would he
have the nerve to face her?

“Oh my Christ,” Gordon hissed and gripped
Elliott’s sleeve, forcing him to stop two feet short of the salon
window. “He’s here.”

“What?” Elliott looked at Gordon, realized
who he meant, and glanced around the busy mall. “Where?”

“There. By the candy store. No! Don’t
look.”

Elliott’s shoes squeaked as Gordon jerked him
into a store. Rhinestones, pink, and animal prints emblazoned with
“Princess” and “Diva” screamed at them from every rack.

“Shit! He’s coming this way.” Gordon began to
look green. If he hadn’t needed a shirt before, no doubt he did
now. “Elliott, what do I do?”

“I don’t know.” Elliott’s chest pounded, too.
He’d been so close. “Go out and bump into him?”

“What do you mean bump into him?” Gordon’s
forehead popped a vein. He backed into a rack of fuzzy purple bras.
Three fell off. “How?”

Elliott quickly retrieved the bras, feeling
like a perv. “Just walk out, look casual and act like you don’t see
him. Let him see you.”

“Come with me.” Gordon’s eyes rounded like a
basset hound’s.

“No.” Elliott had to get back to the salon.
She’d seemed ready to leave. “You’ll be fine.”

“You’ve got to.” Gordon stopped. He sucked in
a breath. “Wait, I think I hear him.”

Inappropriate laughter bubbled up Elliot’s
throat. He couldn’t help it. He’d never seen his cousin like this.
Not even over Mr. Mom. “You hear him?” his voice shook with humor.
He swallowed against it.

“Shhh.” Gordon dragged Elliott to the store’s
edge. Chrome mannequin cleavage ogled him in the face.

She’d see him and realize he’d been the one
whispering in her ear. He’d have another chance to get her name,
maybe more. It would work. Whispering against her neck hadn’t been
a mistake.

“Can I help you?” a clerk chimed. Elliott
shook his head at the teenaged girl.

Her pink T-shirt shouted “Dirty Bunny”. He
forced a smile. Dirty didn’t cover how bad this looked. If she did
see him, God forbid it was in here. Gordon, who could make a
courtroom quake with injustice, bent his head toward a conversation
some twelve-odd feet away. Elliott listened, too.

“Brooke?” a male timber said. “Wow. Hey, what
a small world. How are you?”

Gordon scowled, his finger tugged on his
lower lip. “I think that’s Jason,” he mouthed.

Jason, Elliott assumed was Gordon’s washboard
abbed dinner date. Elliott tucked his body better out of sight and
gave up the idea of running into her. She was probably long gone by
now. Would have been so perfect, though. Or maybe not. Maybe it was
for the best.

“Jason? What are you doing here? Did Millie
put you up to this? Millie, I swear if this is part--.” Did Elliott
recognize this voice?

“Nope, sorry.” Another woman’s voice. “It’s
not. I swear. Just a coincidence.”

Elliott motioned for Gordon to go out there.
“This is a perfect chance. If that’s him, go out there.” The guy
sounded stuck in an uncomfortable conversation. Plus, nothing like
eavesdropping next to “All I Want for Christmas” panties to
motivate a guy. “Go,” Elliott urged. Gordon could stride out and
play hero.

“You look amazing.” Jason said. “Did you
change your hair?”

Elliott’s neck tingled.

“Uh, yes. Millie surprised me. For my
birthday.”

The hairs over his arms stood on end. Nah.
Couldn’t be.

“Doesn’t she look spectacular?” the other
woman asked. “Have you ever seen her look so vibrant?”

Gordon’s scowl was sliding fast into
heartbreak.

“She does.” Jason sounded sincere. “You do.
Really, Brooke. I mean…wow.”

Brooke? The paper. Elliott sucked in a gulp
of air.

She was out there. She could walk by and see
him in here, hiding in panties and bras with Gordon looking like
Bambi. Not good. Elliott gestured, go! Gordon retreated another
degree into himself, his body deflating. Elliott’s chest ached for
his cousin. Here he was thinking about his bruised pride when
Gordon’s heart really was on the line.

What was a cousin to do but his best to save
the day? Something—anything—to smother the burn in those eyes and
return the earlier light of hope. What could he try short of doing
the bumping himself? Hopefully into the right guy.

Screw it. He let go of caring what she might
think seeing him exit this store. Elliott shouldered past a panty
stand, ignored the shimmy of hangers, and stepped out into the
walkway. He spotted three people talking, and willed Gordon to
follow his lead.

“Elliott?”

His eyes met hers. Her with his name on her
lips—she’d remembered it. Her face. Glowing. A flit of revelation
there—more than revelation. Expectancy? Every last articulate
thought escaped his head.







Chapter Six

Talk about exactly perfect timing! Millie’s
luck was finally changing! She’d have clapped her hands and hopped
for joy except Brooke and Jason might raise an eyebrow or four. She
settled for a little pivoting and shoe examining instead. Oh, if AJ
could see her now. She’d unveiled Brooke not five minutes before
they’d stepped out into the mall. And right smack into Jason’s
path. She didn’t know how AJ had swung it but, man, she owed him.
Huge time.

Plus, Brooke looked capital A amazing.
Carlos, the genius, had shaped her hair to frame her heart face,
bangs to shorten her forehead. Chloe, too, with those rose hues on
Brooke’s eyes. They brought the muddy brown pop to a sweet brandy
amber. Unshaved legs? Like Jason would notice with the scooped line
of the dress begging the eyes to rove over her collarbone. Jason
was standing too close, anyway. Soon to be sitting across from
Brooke in a romantic, dimly lit restaurant, his previous plans
vetoed.

Plans forgotten might be too much to hope
for. But changed? Completely doable. AJ hadn’t gotten much info,
but he’d been certain, Jason’s dinner looked like business. A
lawyer. Not a female lawyer, either. At most, an old chums dinner;
at least, a business meeting. The way Millie figured, Jason would
either ask Brooke to join them or ditch the lawyer altogether.

She’d bet Kiki’s favorite Prada bag on the
latter. Brooke looked that good.

Just to be safe, AJ had already secured
Millie and Brooke a reservation within two tables of Jason’s. But
this, this, was beautiful luck. Rather than making her
excuses and leaving at dinner, Millie could just hand Brooke over
and be home in time for True Hollywood Story.

Jason was totally tongue-tied, too.
Excellent. He should be. Mental note, leave huge tip for salon
staff. Jason shouldn’t need to be re-smitten but, hey, the past was
the past. Given such superb circumstances, Millie was positive she
could get these two back together. Back to the place they were in
that photo. No. Better. Closer. More in love than either ever
thought possible. Hollywood stuff, at its best.

Millie nearly patted her own back right
there. One night, candles, music, love. She could almost see Brooke
dressed in white. That smile back on her face. Millie finally rid
of one of her cupid’s handcuffs.

“Elliott?” Brooke half gasped.

Millie’s wedding waltz screeched a beat.
Elliott? Millie rose to her tiptoes to see past Jason’s broad
chest. But the guy was too f-ing tall. Elliott who? What had
Brooke’s attention just pirouetted to?

Jason stepped out of the way. A
twenty-something guy stood staring at Brooke. Looking struck, like
the world had sucked off into outer space. Millie’s spirits crashed
mid-soar. Who the hell was he? Better yet, why the hell was Brooke
agog, grasping for words?

Oh no. Brooke wasn’t the only one grasping.
Jason seemed at a loss for words, too. Spectacular. Millie choked
down the urge to knock him over the head and order him to do
something.

“So, Jason.” Millie clapped his shoulder,
perhaps a tad too roughly. “It’s so nice to finally, officially
meet you. I’m Millie.”

“Sure,” Jason said, his gaze staggering to
hers. “Yes. Nice to meet you.”

Please let her be imagining this. Jason
offered Millie his hand but his gaze ping-ponged between his
ex-wife and this Elliott person. Did he sense it, too? This guy
thieving their moment?

“Brooke?” the guy said.

Brooke flushed with color, apparently
remembering how to speak. “What are you doing here?” Not so much
her audience, though.

He shrugged and stepped closer. His mouth
made an “oh”, but no sound came out. Panic burned up Millie’s
throat. This was not part of the plan. Whoever this guy was, he was
mutilating one very carefully orchestrated strategy. Timing meant
everything. Jason had been about to fall splendidly back in love
with his ex-wife.

Elliott had to go. Now.

Millie crossed the circle their four bodies
made. “Hi there.”

Elliott unhinged his stare from Brooke and
looked at Millie. “Hello,” he said, his voice strange sounding.
Like he hadn’t noticed her there. Or Jason. Or anyone else in the
friggin’ place, for that matter.

Ridiculous.

So, he knew Brooke. And Brooke knew him. No
biggie. Right?

“I’m Millie.” She jutted her hand out.
“Elliott, is it?”

He hesitated then shook her hand. “Good to
meet you.”

Millie lowered her lashes and leaned in. “You
look really familiar,” she said, brushing a thread from his
shoulder. “Where do I know you from?”

She didn’t need to look to know Jason had
seen his opportunity. Millie could feel him turn, interrupting
Brooke’s line of sight to Elliott. Good boy. Now all Millie had to
do was keep it that way. Interrupted.

Elliott cocked his head a little oddly. “I
don’t know. U.N.R. , maybe?”

Okay. So Millie wasn’t five-eight and
traffic-stopping anymore. She wasn’t about to give up. “Hmmm.
That’s weird. I wonder why you seem familiar. We haven’t met and
Brooke has never mentioned you.” She paused, one ear trained on
Brooke behind them. If Jason would just say something.

Elliott stiffened. His hands sank deeper into
his pockets. “No?”

“And I’m pretty certain she’d tell me about
someone like you.”

He shrugged one shoulder but she could see
she’d gotten to him.

“Maybe she’s been keeping you secret.
Everybody has secrets, I suppose, though.” Her favorite line from
back in the day. Men had been a cinch as Kiki. She tilted her head
and drew closer. “Don’t you?”

Maybe the wrong line or the wrong guy.
Elliott narrowed his gaze on her, suspicion bright. That line had
brought millionaires—married, single, even gay—to their knees.
Elliott only walked past her and she didn’t have to see to know
that Jason—if he could make it any worse—backed out of the way. He
actually moved out of Elliott’s way! It didn’t take a body language
expert to tell her Jason’s spark for his former flame had just been
snuffed out.

Millie suppressed a scream. She should have
brought AJ. One chemically enhanced concoction from AJ in the right
direction and lust would ooze into Jason’s every pore. Smack into
Brooke. He’d be cock-blocking anything testosterone within a twenty
foot radius. That’s what Millie got for determining she could
handle this on her own. For thinking her over-dependency on him was
the reason none of these stupid bracelets had fallen off.

Crap.

Nothing else to do. She couldn’t risk
attempting a potion of her own. Not after Tucson. Millie moved
after Elliott. Some man barreled past and knocked Millie off her
feet. With a small shriek, she landed smack onto her ass.

“Oh, no!” The man stopped, horror contorting
his features as he bent to help her up, unaware of her three
companions now peering over his shoulder. “Are you alright? I’m so
sorry. I didn’t see you. I swear, I’m like a bull in a china shop
sometimes.”

“I’m fine,” Millie gritted out, accepting his
outstretched hand.

He helped her up, his eyes begging for
reassurance. She wasn’t about to give it. Scurry along now, shop
away, or whatever men did in a mall. He wasn’t tall but he
could stock a shipyard with those shoulders. No wonder she’d landed
on her butt.

“Are you alright, Millie?” Brooke sounded
relieved but also distracted. Not good. The reason for her
distraction peered down, right next to Brooke.

“I’m fine. Accidents happen. Right?” Millie
tried her coldest eyebrow arch. He just stood there, hands out like
she might fall again. “Thanks, but I’m alright. Goodbye now.”

He nodded. But his body turned, followed
rather than walked.

“Gordon,” Elliott said to him. “There you
are.”

“Gordon?” Jason said as well.

Mr. Clumsy smiled. “Jason. Hi.”

Wait a minute. Jason knew this ox? Great.
Just flipping great. Another distraction to ruin sparks and magic
and all that mojo love junk.

Millie’s mind raced. Jason knew the ox who
knew Elliott who knew Brooke. What the…? “You two know each other?”
Millie really needed AJ right now. If only she could snap her
fingers to have him appear. Getting Brooke to go through with
something like this was a one time shot. Millie wouldn’t get
another.

An awkward silence spread over the group. And
everyone seemed in on some secret. Some happy little secret that
had each of them fidgeting, shifting weight and avoiding eye
contact.

“Yes,” said Jason, while Gordon nodded, while
Elliott glanced to Brooke, who was staring at him.

What was going on here? Better yet, how did
she get in on it and back to her excellent plan?

“Small world! How, exactly?” Millie said,
forcing a smile to her lips despite how thin it felt. She only
cared about Brooke’s answer, but at this point, anyone’s would
do.

“Jason is my realtor,” Gordon said but it
sounded like a question.

“That’s right. I am.” Jason offered Gordon a
rather relieved smile.

“And Gordon is my cousin,” Elliott said after
no one else spoke for a moment.

“Really?” Jason asked and immediately shook
Elliott’s hand. “Great to meet you. I think I’ve heard all about
you. Elliott, is it?”

“Yes.” Gordon and Elliott in unison.

Why weren’t Elliott and Gordon going on their
way? Millie wanted to shout out, “Wrap it up, gentlemen. I’ve got a
lady to parade here.” Instead Millie cleared her throat and sent
Brooke a meaningful look. Brooke however, only appeared confused.
Nervous as hell, too, face splotching up and all.

Abort! Abort! “Well, don’t let us keep
any of you,” Millie said at last and hooked arms with Brooke. “We
have places to be.”

One thing about men, they like the upper
hand. Two decent looking women walking away would prick any ego,
wouldn’t it? Just let it prick the right ego. Three paces. By five,
Jason had better be trying to get Brooke’s attention back. The
other two could pound sand for all she cared. Come on now. Last
ditch. Not any one of them?

Not a single word.

If this ploy didn’t work, she was back to the
drawing board. The only other idea on the drawing board was
operation surprise party. A long shot. Brooke would hate it. Really
and truly. Brooke would walk in, and run for the bathroom. Might
even pee herself.

So, onward they walked. No man stopped them.
Millie glanced back, ignoring the itch in her brain saying she’d
just missed something in that little dynamic. Besides utter
failure, she had no idea what it might be. A glance back showed
Gordon and Elliott chatting with Jason, who was not
wistfully searching out his made-over ex. Elliott sent Millie a
small wave then crossed his arms and reverted his attention to the
other men.

“Millie?” Brooke’s voice shook. “I don’t
think I can handle any more surprises today.” She stopped and took
Millie’s hand. “I know you probably have more planned, but, I just
really want to go home and have a hot bath and…no more surprises
today. Is that alright with you?”

There went dinner, her last, slim hope. Ah,
who was she fooling? If Elliott had just left, or the other guy
hadn’t bumped into her, dinner would have been a perfectly natural
next step. Now, it would be desperate and obvious at best.

“Of course. Don’t worry.” Millie had no way
to re-interest Jason. With her luck, Jason would invite Elliott and
Gordon along, too. No thanks. “I’m all out of surprises so, yes, go
home. Get some rest. I’ll see you tomorrow at The Book
Exchange.”

Brooke scrunched her chin up. “Are you sure?
I feel bad.”

“Don’t! I just wanted you to have a good
time. You know, get pampered, relax. Figures the ex would show up
and ruin it all, right?” Yeah, so, a little fishing couldn’t hurt.
Right?

“Jason? Oh no. He’s fine. It was actually
nice to see him. He looked good, don’t you think? Happy. Well, not
that you’ve seen him before.”

“Nope. Can’t say that I have.” On paper
didn’t count. But she would see him. Soon. Definitely soon. “He
looked happy enough. He certainly couldn’t take his eyes off of
you.” One tiny exaggeration. Not much.

Brooke gave her a sidelong glance and
shrugged one shoulder. Didn’t flattery get you everywhere? But
then, this was Brooke. Unflappable, serene, no need for love to
validate her, Munkle.

Millie unclenched her hands. They exited the
mall into the darkened parking lot. No wind tonight. Just biting
November cold. A quick goodbye, lots of thanks and you’re welcomes
later, Millie watched Brooke drive away. Her grand scheme had
failed, thanks to Tweedle Gee and Tweedle Glasses. But, she would
prevail. Love would triumph. Whatever that meant. It had to.
Otherwise, so long, AJ, and good luck, Brooke.

In the meantime, how on earth could she get
those two together again?







Chapter Seven

Brooke smacked her lips. Steam rose off the
bath water in tendrils. Lavender and chamomile enveloped her
senses. Complimented the tart wine. She rolled another sip in her
mouth, over her tongue. The scene at the mall replayed over and
over. Her, blindfolded. Him, approaching. Elliott.

How had he found her?

Brooke frowned at Sampson on his toilet seat
perch. “Just who does this guy think he is, popping up all over the
place?” Looking all young and hot and…and what else, she didn’t
know. Something. Delicious, maybe.

Sampson grunt-meowed, typically unimpressed.
Brooke wiped a wet lock of hair from her cheek and sighed. Water
dripped from her legs and toes. The heat and the alcohol soaked a
nice numbness into her limbs. No such luck on her mind.

“And how long had he stood there watching
Millie lead me around like a blindfolded idiot? And why whisper
against my neck like that? To amuse himself? To screw with me? I
mean, you gotta wonder.” Sampson blinked. She dropped her head
back. “Or not.”

In a city like Reno, life didn’t have six
degrees of separation. More like two. Running into your hairdresser
at the grocery store, your mailman at the new bar, wasn’t out of
place. Divorce taught her that quickly. Nowadays, she expected
it.

Discovering Elliott was more than just a guy
with some guts and romance even made sense in this smaller world.
But seeing him tonight, right there in the middle of Jason and
Millie put him outside of degrees. Suddenly, he became much closer.
Her inner circle.

He shouldn’t even be on her mind in the first
place. Every time she tried to drag her thoughts away, though, they
boomeranged back.

The warmth of new embarrassment washed over
her. What had he thought when he saw her? She’d totally tripped
over her tongue. Completely lost her cool. But how could she not
when each time she saw him, he looked better? It wasn’t as though
there was a puzzle to figure out, though. He was at the mall. So
what? At the same time she was. No big deal. Moments after she’d
been transformed. And exactly when she ran into her ex.

“Coincidence. That’s all.” Nothing more.
Sure, he had mesmerizing eyes and a smile that sent her stomach in
somersaults. Yes, she wondered how delicious his full mouth might
taste. “I’m making too big a deal out of this.”

Sampson blinked, as though to say, “Why yes
m’dear, you are.”

All of it together was no more than simple
coincidence. Yet her mind kept trying to make it more. Over and
again. Like it had dropped some missing thread that would sew it
all up to make sense. She couldn’t name why. The drive home,
sitting around, in the bath. She turned the moments over, examining
the nuances. With every lift and look, each time, he became more.
More present. More there. In her life. As though he’d been there
the whole time and she only now noticed.

Destiny?

Brooke snorted, startling Sampson. He meowed
and readjusted.

When she stopped skipping and twirling down
fantasy lane, and blessed logic took her by the hand, none of it
fit. Correction. Didn’t need to make sense. How could he
possibly be there this whole time when he was at least ten years
younger than her anyhow. “Wait a minute. Only ten years?” she asked
Sampson. But her cat had closed his eyes.

No. Had to be more than ten because ten
didn’t sound all that bad.

Fantastical or not, the inexplicable feeling
of destiny, of a crossroads, clung to her, making her uneasy and
eager all at once. If they’d been alone, what would she have said
to him? Would she have lingered, flirted, waited for him to pursue
her again? Would she have given him a chance?

No. Impossible.

But he had looked so good. And those eyes.
She could die in those eyes. The way they looked at her,
into her. They’d made her forget where she was. Who she
was.

Even now, her tummy trembled just thinking
about it. If she could explain it all, somehow, maybe then he
wouldn’t be so compelling. Maybe she could think straight. She
thought of those books. Of his hands proffering them to her. Of the
mischief in his grin. An imp’s grin. She envisioned him grading her
paper. Smiling. Shaking his head, no. Paper not good enough. She
wanted it to be good enough. Beyond a basic, competitive, teacher’s
pet drive to improve, to shine. This ran far worse. Brooke wanted
him to like her words. She wanted him to nod in agreement, to
highlight passages, to rub the cleft in his chin.

Cleft? When had she noticed that?

“Sheesh, Brooke,” she said aloud. “Get over
it! He’s too young. Much, much too young.” This was star student
syndrome on steroids. She had to get him off her mind. But how?
Brooke groaned. She wiped her face. All that make-up hadn’t been
easy to wash off, but now her skin could breathe. The water was
getting cold and her toes and fingers were wrinkled up. She
straightened her legs out. Had he noticed they weren’t shaved?
Well, they were now. They would be tomorrow. At the Book
Exchange.

Tomorrow! Of course. He would be there.
Wouldn’t he? Sloshing water, Brooke sat up. With an offended yowl,
Sampson left the bathroom.

Come to think of it, had he been there
before? Maybe. Either way, if he were smart, he’d show up, hoping
to catch her there. Another chance to chase her. He had to be
enjoying the pursuit.

It’s what she would do if she were trying to
gain a man’s attention—be present, around. It’s how she’d grabbed
Jason’s attention. Affection had soon followed.

Not that she wanted Elliott’s affections per
se.

The image of his lips joined the memory of
his breath, warming and tickling her skin. She rubbed her neck. She
couldn’t remember the last time she’d been kissed there, tickled
there. He would kiss her all over. Soft, wet kisses meant to
convince, meant to seduce.

But no.

Not alright. She wanted to see him. But she
had to have another reason to. Just in case this was all in her
head. “What’s a good excuse?” she asked her cat.

Sampson had no answer. But her brain was
working on one. If Elliott was the person who’d laid five not good
enough B minuses on her, then she could—should—find out why. And
why not? Why weren’t her papers good enough?

If he didn’t find her tomorrow, she’d go find
him and ask him. Simple. She’d look great doing it, too. Less
make-up, but new hair, styled to her taste. If it wasn’t too cold
out, her long skirt, slit in back for her calves to peek out.

Brooke clapped her hands together, sending
water droplets onto Sampson. He leapt up and ran out. She owed him
a treat for that one, if not for being the only breathing creature
she could bring herself to talk to about Elliott.

Once toweled off and snuggled into bed, she
reached for her last novel. Sampson circled her spare pillow then
lay down. “All men should give books instead of flowers,” she said,
stroking behind his ears. By the sound of his purr, he agreed and
forgave her previous insult. Of course, if a girl found the right
man, she might not need love stories. She might find them in a pair
of strong arms before drifting off to sleep. Pages unread.

Millie sharpened her gaze, making Brooke
fidget. “Are you alright today? You seem, what’s the word?
Agitated.”

“I’m fine. Perfect.” Brooke flung a hand
through the air and stilled her foot. “Just a lot on my mind. Work
stuff.”

She was so behind on orders, she’d be swamped
all weekend, but Millie didn’t need to know that. Might make her
ask why. And she was a terrible liar. Millie would know she was
lying. She glanced past her friend’s shoulder one more time.

Where was he?

“Brooke?”

“Uh-huh?” Her foot twittered back to
life.

“Brooke, did you hear a word I just
said?”

“Yes,” Brooke forced a smile and her
attention back to Millie. “I heard you. You are planning a dinner
party.”

“So, you’re in, then?” Millie’s eyes lit.

Brooke refused to frown, though. Or wonder
why. “Sure. I love dinner parties.” The entrance door moved in her
peripheral line of sight. Brooke counted to three, then looked.
“How formal are you going?”

“How formal?”

Any sign of Elliott? Nope. “Yeah, I mean,
will it be black tie? Or will there be dancing? A band?” Unless he
was hiding behind a stack watching her. Watching her watching for
him. The idea made her itch. She looked at Millie, who looked
perplexed.

“A dinner party has a band and black
tie?”

“Yes. If you want it to. Depends on the
occasion.” Brooke had a hard time believing Millie, for all her
airs on fashion and celebrity, had never been to a dinner party.
“You’ve never….” A navy coat caught her eye.

“I suppose I’ve been to one. They were
larger, and for charity, or art, or some other equally tiring need
for more donations, but I figured regular people—dinner parties,
went differently. More backyard barbeque style. No?”

Brooke shrugged. Simultaneously, she tracked
the navy jacket’s owner’s back, willing him to turn ever so
slightly to the right and kept her eyes forward, leveled on
Millie’s chin. “No. That’s not technically a dinner party. That’s
more for family, neighbors. Us regular people reserve dinner
parties for anniversaries, engagements, that kind of thing.” She
sent Millie a smile.

Millie’s cheeks tinged. She tapped her
forehead. “In a former life, Brooke, we would be getting massages
and pedicures over mojitos right now.”

Brooke chuckled. Her belly hummed and she
knew it before he turned full around, scanned the room and locked
onto her face. Elliott.

Millie recognized the instant Brooke switched
off. The moment was fleeting but the change was evident. Millie
almost turned around to see what caused Brooke’s freckled cheeks’
sudden flush. Deep down, she already knew. College boy. Mr. Elliott
screw her plans up. From the mall. Crap.

Brooke had that look all over again to her
from that day, too. Millie’s heart sank. Couldn’t Brooke see a guy
like him would only hurt her? Millie’d bet her fake Coach on it.
But she couldn’t see a way to stop it.

So she kept rambling. Not that Brooke
noticed.

The thing about making Brooke over last
night: Millie had felt like Kiki again. The rush of finding the
perfect dress. The simpatico between a hairdresser and a client.
Secrets and lies and gossip, miles from Rodeo Drive. She’d been
Kiki. Fabulous. Savvy. She’d accomplished something. Brooke had
looked breathtaking. If she didn’t get Brooke and Jason back in
love—no. She wouldn’t even acknowledge the possibility.

Millie adjusted in her seat, leaning in an
attempt to regain Brooke’s attention. Brooke should be sitting here
thanking her for an amazing makeover. Or asking where she’d managed
to find a black Prada dress in the middle of fashion forsaken Reno,
NV. This town’s mall was the seventh circle of designer hell.

Did Brooke thank her? Nope. Not once. She’d
hardly managed small talk. Her hair wasn’t even styled right.
Brooke should be ruffled from seeing Jason last night, old feelings
resurfacing, bringing the past back. Hoping for a future with
him.

Millie should have one bracelet on its way
out. With one more, finely executed run-in, this time including
sides of booze and romance, she’d clinch the deal. This time, with
AJ in tow to help her pheromone Jason up. AJ was a seasoned enough
cupid to master a good love potion. Millie’d only give him the
runs.

Millie looked over her shoulder. There
Elliott was. She groaned. Forget it. Brooke hadn’t a clue that she
sat gaping. The get-under-the-covers schmuck was spoiling her
mission. Yep.

Damn it.

In her former life, she’d have had
ammunition. Kiki would have had weapons ready. Anything from a
wicked glance beneath artful lashes to a commanding comment to
Brooke.

She missed being Kiki. She wanted her back.
She had to stop this. Now. Before some…some—whatever this was—got
out of hand and destroyed Brooke’s match. Brooke would be left
heartbroken. And Millie’d be stuck as a cupid for who knew how many
more years, with some other partner. No AJ.

Millie needed AJ. She couldn’t ever
technically have him but at least AJ would get her back to Kiki. At
least he made this sentence bearable. She needed to get back to
Kiki.

Searching her arsenal, only one idea stepped
up. Create a distraction. Millie drew her index finger to the edge
of her paper cup, cracked the lid open and winced. This actually
might feel good. Icy champagne down a billionaire’s trunks kind of
good. All she had to push was one little inch and--.

The paper cup toppled. The lid waffled like a
quarter. Warm, milky liquid pooled and sloshed onto starry-eyed
Brooke Munkle’s lap. Giving a small cry, Brooke stood.

“Oh crap! I’m such a klutz.” Millie joined
her. “I am so sorry. Here, let me get some napkins.”

She hurried to the counter for fistfuls of
brown paper and returned right in time to stop Elliott from donning
his cape and saving Brooke’s honor. Great. Maybe not such a
brilliant plan. She didn’t think the commotion would force him
over. But there he was. Alert, alert. Damage control.
Fast.

“Hey there,” Elliott said to no one in
particular.

“Hi. Evan, was it?” Millie shoved past him.
“Excuse me, I just need to clean up my clumsy mess.”

He grinned but he didn’t move.

“That’s quite a mess,” Elliott said, his gaze
zeroed in on Brooke, who giggled, high pitched.

Brooke’s face was scarlet. “I’m all wet. I
mean…I…I…”

All wet? No, no, no, no. Millie stepped
between them and mopped, dabbing paper all up her friend and down
the table. “It’s my fault. I’m clumsy.”

Her mind clashed with implications. He was
looking at Brooke in one of those “only you” kind of ways and her
friend, sheltered and vulnerable as all get out, was slurping it
up.

How was she going to get rid of this guy and
steer Brooke’s mind back to what really mattered…Jason? Think,
Millie, think! What would Kiki do? Kiki would show some cleavage,
some leg, expose Elliott as an immature jerk. Unfortunately,
Millie’s B-cups didn’t drop jaws and these legs wouldn’t last three
strides on a New York runway.

She looked like the jerk. Not that anyone was
noticing.

“There,” Millie said. “All dried up. I
promise I’ll pay for the dry cleaning.”

Brooke stepped back and tucked her hair
behind one ear. “No. I’m fine. It’s fine. Nothing a little spot
treatment won’t fix.”

Elliott chuckled. What was funny? Millie’s
ears burned so bad, steam might start shooting out. A total loss.
Brooke stood there, grinning, toying with her sweater. Elliott
shifted his weight, glanced from Millie to Brooke, mostly to
Brooke. Was he waiting for some kind of invitation?

A small panic gripped Millie. Not this. If
she was wrong about Jason—no, she wouldn’t even consider it. She’d
seen the picture. Besides, guys like this weren’t the fall in love
type. She knew men, and Mr. Fling here was not true love
material.

“Do you need a refill, Brooke?” Millie asked,
grappling. “Looks like I do now.” Laugh. Neither cared if she was
in the room, let alone fighting to fill the silence, lest he say
the right thing and Brooke’s panties flew off right there in the
middle of the cafe.

“How are the books?” Elliott asked, moving a
file of papers on his hip.

“Good. Thanks.” Could Brooke get any
redder?

Christ. Millie exhaled as loudly as she
could. What books? And why were they talking about books like they
were puppies?

Brooke pointed at the file Elliott held.
“Shope’s?”

Millie knitted her brow tighter. What was she
missing here? How did they know each other again? Class?

Elliott nodded, rolled his eyes. “Yeah. In
fact, I’d better get to his office now or I’ll have to drag this
stuff home with me.”

Brooke’s shoulders drew back. “Oh, sure. Of
course.”

“See you around, I guess,” he said, and gave
Millie a cursory nod before leaving.

Brooke slid into her seat, her finger worried
at her lower lip.

“Wasn’t that the guy we saw last night?”
Millie splayed her fingers on the table. It was sticky. “Evan or
Egon or something?”

“Hmmm?”

“That guy, last night? When we saw
Jason?”

“Oh, yes. Yes, that’s Elliott. He’s my
history class’s teaching assistant.”

“Teaching assistant?” Millie said a little
too loudly. Teaching assistant? Well, praise Jesus! Could that
explain it? Brooke was a consummate teacher’s pet if Millie’d ever
teased one. No wonder she was all ga-ga around the guy. Sure, he
was blatantly attracted to Brooke. What guy wouldn’t be though
after the wonders the makeover had done? Plus, Millie’d managed
some wardrobe upgrade to boot.

“…grades the papers for Shope. He’s the one I
told you Shope is always talking about but never actually shows his
face?”

Uh-oh. “Never shows his face?”

“Yeah. He isn’t in the class itself, just
gets the blame for….” Brooke paused, whirling her hand as untying
the words from her tongue. “Anyhow, that’s who he is. That’s how I
know him.”

“I see.” Bullshit.

“Yes. So.” Brooke’s chair raked the floor.
“I’d better get to class.”

Millie knees weakened a bit. Better to stay
seated. “What about your clothes? You’ve got coffee all over
them.”

Brooke waved. “Oh well. I can’t miss class.
Made it this far without missing one. Why start now? You know?
Besides, it’s good for business. Or it will be. Once we get past
all the gore.”

She was stammering. Millie schooled her
features, on fire or not, and let her friend go. Part of her wanted
to follow Brooke just for the satisfaction of confirming that she
was flat out lying, was in fact skipping class and following
Elliott instead. Liar, liar, panties on fire.

What good would it do?

Liar or not, Brooke Munkle was about to
follow that damned guy back to Shope’s office and make a fool of
herself. But, hey, who was Millie to stop her? Let her go. How much
harm could a little boy-toy self esteem treat do anyway?

Millie had history on her side, years of love
and marriage at her fingertips, embers ready and waiting to be
rekindled. Plus, she knew how to fight dirty. She had AJ and wasn’t
afraid to use him. One little shot of AJ’s love bomb, and Jason and
Brooke would be putty in her cupid’s hands.

Elliott who?

Brooke’s back disappeared from her view.
Millie crossed her arms and set her jaw. Let the game begin.
Collecting her things, she shoved a buck in the tip jar, waved at
the pregnant waitress and plotted all the way home. First things
first, get Elliott’s file and find the dirt.

Everybody had dirt.




Chapter Eight

Brooke’s belly bundled in nerves as she
strode purposefully across campus. She wouldn’t think about why
because she already knew why. She was going to Shope’s office to
talk to Elliott. Probably not her brightest idea in recent history.
The word foolish came to mind. But she’d come decided today that
she would see him even if he didn’t show at the bookstore. Skipping
a seventy-five-dollars-a-credit, plus four not-so-cheap books,
history class, it had better be worth it.

She had practiced what to say all morning,
about her grades. In her head, he hadn’t shown. She’d found him.
And now, she wanted more. She also imagined each answer, each look.
Reality couldn’t compare. Her stomach knotted and her mouth
watered. She could almost see his surprise, he’d take off his
glasses, ask her why his opinion mattered. She’d tell him it didn’t
matter.

Because it didn’t.

He’d ask about last night. Then what? She
didn’t know.

A gust of wind pushed the scent of latte up
to her nostrils. Her clothes were stiff and sticky. Sweating didn’t
help. She should turn the other way and go to class. Certainly her
ego’s bruises weren’t worth missing class, missing attendance
points. Better yet, she should turn around and go back to Millie,
tell her about the whole debaucle, about this childish mission and
all these dumb butterflies. Millie would talk sense into her.

Instead, Brooke kept walking, cooling and
warming. Imagining.

He wanted her to come. Hadn’t she seen the
challenge in his eyes back there in the bookstore?

A student held the building’s front door
wider for her to pass. Warmer air settled around her, and she
wanted her jacket off. But then her coffee would show. He’d already
seen it. Still. Not good. Not sexy. Not that she necessarily aimed
for feeling sexy, per se. Better to be taken seriously.

Her grade was what mattered. An explanation.
Insight as to why she hadn’t gotten this stuff right yet, mattered.
His opinion mattered.

Ugh. She hated that it mattered. She hated
more what a flimsy excuse it was just to see him and how much what
he might do next mattered. A rickety elevator chimed in the hall.
Brooke took the stairs down. Each step seemed louder, her movements
noisier, the hallway she treaded down, too quiet.

He’d probably heard her. Too late to turn
back now. He’d look and see her retreating if she chickened out
now. Why did this feel like a game of chicken anyway? He was just a
guy grading papers. True, a guy who happened to have hit on her in
an unusual and pretty gallant way. A guy who left her dumbstruck. A
guy nonetheless. One opinion among many. Her own was all that
really mattered.

Yeah, right.

Brooke forced herself to get on with it.
Class was already in session. Showing up late would feel worse than
missing it altogether. Only three more doors, all closed and dark
anyway. What if she forgot how to talk? What if he wasn’t
there?

She held her breath and bit her trembling
lip. On a slow exhale, she stopped outside Shope’s closed door. She
knocked. The loud tick of a clock somewhere nearby announced each
passing second. No answer.

He wasn’t there?

Brooke shifted a leg out and knocked again.
She put a smile on. Nothing.

All that preparation and he wasn’t even
there. She would have laughed if not for the heavy
disappointment.

Warm breath grazed the back of her neck.
“There’s no one in there,” Elliott said behind her.

She didn’t startle. A delicious shiver ran
through her instead. She swallowed. All her carefully rehearsed
words left the building. What was she thinking coming here
again?

“Aren’t you hot?” Elliott brushed a wisp of
hair at her neck, sending another, stronger shiver through her.


“No.” Try roasting, sweating, shaking. “Why?”
She forced her eyes to stay open and commanded her brain to
straighten up. Grade, remember? Answers.

He reached around her, slid a key into the
lock. The key turned. She turned. Faced him.

She wished he had smiled. She might have been
able to think, to de-stupefy herself and stop wondering, was he
happy to see her?

He did look pleased and utterly sensual. One
eyebrow up, his lids lowered. Stubble along his jaw framed his
mouth. Full lips. Still no smile. Stepping back helped. Her heel
met the door but she was able to steady her chin and breathe a
little. Silly jacket made her hotter by the second. She fumbled
with the top button.

“You’re cheeks are red,” he said. His hand
threatened to caress one but faltered mid-air.

Brooke shrugged, mouth dry.

He gestured toward the door, making her
realize he’d opened it. Her face bloomed anew as she entered the
darkness. Elliott clicked a light on at the desk. “Please. Sit
down,” he said, but didn’t sit himself.

Smoothing her hair from her forehead, Brooke
picked the chair nearest to the door and tried to compose herself.
Why was she here again? Oh, yes. Her grade. “I have a question to
ask you.”

“Sure,” Elliott said, propping against the
desk’s edge. “Ask me anything.”

Brooke rubbed her lips together. The heat was
making it difficult to think. Maybe she would take her jacket off,
coffee be damned. She unbuttoned it and pulled it open. A small
draft of relief hit her chest. “I’m in Professor Shope’s History
309 class.”

“Yes?”

“But, then you already knew that, I
suppose.”

“I suspected.”

Forget it. She yanked her jacket off. “And
you grade the papers.”

“Yes.” His gaze skittered down her chest then
back up.

The scent of coffee emanated off of her.
Brooke ignored it. “I need to ask you what…that is, why, you
haven’t given me a better grade on my papers.”

Elliott rubbed his chin, stood and sat next
to her. The sofa creaked. “What grade did you get?”

“Four B minuses. One B plus.” Her throat
trembled from her quick pulse. “Clearly, you don’t like my
writing.”

“To be honest, a B is the best grade you can
get. Shope’s orders. But,” he leaned in, “does it matter?”

Brooke frowned. “Does my grade matter? Well,
yes,I—.”

“No. I meant does it matter that I’m the one
who gave it to you?”

Sandalwood and musk scented the air. Him. His
cologne. It mingled with the latte, tickling her senses. Less than
two feet separated them. Elliott pushed his glasses up, waited for
her answer. What could she say? What had she rehearsed?

“I don’t know. It’s not that it’s you,
necessarily.” Liar. “You see, I’m a bit of a perfectionist.” He
leaned closer and for a fleeting second she thought he might tell
her a secret. Her skin tingled just imagining it. “I want to do my
best.”

“Interesting,” he said.

The shadow along his jaw. The supple contours
of his mouth. Was he a slow, soft kisser? Demanding and hard? She
licked her lips. “Interesting?”

“A week ago, you wouldn’t tell me your
name.”

Did he talk like that to everyone? She nearly
melted under the soft tone.

Brooke tugged at her blouse but it clung to
her skin. “True.” She could kiss him if she wanted to, she
realized. He wouldn’t move away, not even out of spite. “I thought
you’d be …that is to say, I imagined someone….”

Elliott drew his eyebrows together.
“Older?”

“Not older, but shorter maybe. In truth I
don’t know what I pictured. Some pointy nosed belittling
know-it-all who couldn’t give an A because it would somehow mean
he’d failed?” Her voice sounded breathy.

With a chuckle, he moved back. The air
cooled. “Didn’t like me much, did you?”

“Not really.”

“And now?”

Did want count as like? “I hardly know
you.”

“But you want to.”

Yes. She swallowed. Damn her mouth was wet.
“I want an A.”

A devious smile graced his lips. “What are
you willing to do for it?”

She gasped. His smile widened. Of all the—she
ought to smack him! No. Wait. Was he teasing her? Of course he was
teasing her.

Worse, she liked it. Worse than that, he
moved to sit behind the desk and she longed for the heat charging
between them, his scent overpowering her senses. His nearness.

A knock outside the office jerked her
thoughts back. Straightening, she took in the curvy female
silhouetting the doorframe.

“Michelle,” Elliott said, hurrying to his
feet. “What’s up?”

The petite brunette couldn’t be over twenty
and openly measured Brooke up. Then dismissed her.

“Are you busy?” Michelle said, her voice
frail and feminine.

Brooke ground her teeth. Yes, he was busy.
With her. Michelle walked to the desk, to Elliott, and brushed her
fingers on his shoulder. Picking at imaginary lint, are we? A
reason to touch him? How transparent could the girl get? Like
Brooke was some kind of threat.

Puh-lease. She had no designs whatsoever on a
guy far too young—and too hot—for good sense. The last thing Brooke
needed in her life was love anyway, let alone a love triangle. She
should go. Her heels scraped the wood floor as she moved to do
exactly that.

Elliott stood. “Will you excuse me a moment,
Brooke?”

His tone was all business. The meaningful
look he gave her had her nodding and sitting back down. Sure. Okay.
For a moment. He hadn’t given her a straight answer yet. Plus, what
hurt could there be in waiting while he spoke with Michelle outside
the door. Close enough so she might overhear.

She shouldn’t eavesdrop. She didn’t care what
Michelle had to say to Elliott, or he to her.

“Friend of your mother’s?” Michelle
purred.

Brooke bristled. She was older than Elliott
but not old enough to be his mother or a friend of his mother’s.
Was she?

“She’s a student. I thought we agreed I would
call you later,” Elliott said in a near whisper.

Call her later? All sorts of desultory
conclusions burst into Brooke’s head after hearing the last part.
Was Michelle his girlfriend?

“When?”

“When I can. I said I would and I will. But,
I can’t talk right now.”

Brooke felt all sorts of foolish. She’d
almost thrown herself right into his hot lap.

“I can’t imagine Shope would approve of you
talking to his students without him,” Michelle said, her tone at
once a threat and a plea. The girl was definitely attached. “Who am
I to say so, though? I guess it’s none of my business. I just
thought you might want to finish where we left off.”

Brooke envisioned her looking up at Elliott,
eyelashes batting away alongside that sex kitten mewl. What was he
doing giving Brooke anything romantic if he was already
involved?

Oh, God. What if he hadn’t meant those books
as a romantic gesture at all? A cold sweat broke across her neck.
What if she’d somehow blown the entire thing out of proportion? Her
chest grew tight. She shouldn’t have come here.

“Michelle, please, this is my job. I need to
finish my meeting.” His voice was louder now.

“I’ll be waiting.” The unmistakable smack of
stilettos clicked away.

A moment passed before Elliott came back in.
Composing himself? Likely. The girl was probably running hands
through his hair the entire time. Through his hair, down his chest,
along his abs. Brooke bit down. She didn’t care. She didn’t even
care about her grade anymore or whatever challenge she’d thought
she’d seen. She stood to go as he returned to the desk.

“Don’t go,” he said.

Brooke turned, ready to cut him with an icy
remark. She fell short, her lips parted. He’d taken his glasses
off. Her breath caught, seeing his undisguised attraction. The word
smoldering came to mind. She’d never felt a man look at her the way
he was looking at her.

He came around the desk. He shut the door.
Locked it.

Her heart thumped up her throat.

“I think I’ve made a mistake,” Brooke said,
amazed her voice didn’t crack. “I think I have to go.”

“Don’t go,” he said again, stepping
close.

His words enveloped her. Had she thought his
glasses made him irresistible? She’d been wrong. His lashes set off
depths so blue, so intense, they might penetrate her soul.

Slowly, he reached up, pushed a lock of hair
from her face. His finger ran along her cheek, to her lobe, down
her neck and up to her chin. With gentle pressure, he tipped her
chin up. Brooke’s hands shook. Her mouth watered. Her mind searched
for words and found two: don’t go.

How could she?

His gaze captivated hers. He lowered his
head. She closed her eyes. The tremble in her hands spread up her
arms, down her legs. Yes. God, yes. Let him kiss her. Let
her taste his lips on hers, his breath, his mouth.

“Stay,” he whispered against her lips.

She failed to shake her head, no, she
wouldn’t go. He began at her chin, a graze, and in slow succession,
breathed and kissed and wet her skin. Kisses. Tantalizing, sensual,
tickling. Around her mouth, teasing her. Away again, torture.

Her knees turned to water. She almost
whimpered. His mouth found her hungry lips.

Brooke gasped. His hands raked into her hair.
He kissed her lower lip, moved to the side, never quite meeting her
fully. Brooke moaned, awash with a full body shiver. Musk and
sandalwood intoxicated her senses. Mint, sweet on her tongue. She
swayed her weight toward his body. He slid his hand over her lower
back, steadying her.

Her lips parted, begging entry. He took it.
His tongue carefully delved, explored as her lips, suckled and
pressed. Brooke returned each caress, mindless of all but each
sensation coming over her mouth, washing her body.

Her hands rose to his chest. His roamed over
her back, ever lower, inch-by-inch to her hips. He broke the kiss
and pulled away.

Brooke opened her eyes. She could hardly
think.

He swallowed. “I want you.”

A small ache jolted to life between her legs.
She wanted him, too. Bad. Shamelessly. The realization sent her a
step back. She couldn’t.

Elliott’s hands tugged at her hips. He shook
his head. “I’ll stop. I’m sorry. But, please, don’t go. Not like
this.”

The ramifications of what she’d just done, of
what she allowed him to do, of where they were and who he was,
rammed through her mind, penetrating her haze.

Brooke put a hand to her forehead. “I can’t
do this.”

“No,” Elliott said. “Don’t say that. Just
close your eyes. I promise. I won’t ask anything of you.” He moved
closer, his eyes charming the fear snaking through her. “Stay.”

He leaned in and his scent, his heat, teased
her senses. He made her thirst for more. One more taste. A small
interior voice urged her to try it. What harm could a little bit
more really cause? When had a man ever made her knees go weak? She
deserved weak knees. Wet, hot kisses.

She needed them.

Brooke let him tug her closer. She shut her
eyes. Elliott’s mouth met hers, sweet at first, then urgent, and
pleading. Her hands dug into his clothes, her hips sought his. He
felt so good. So hard, muscular. So good.

Her mind designed the flesh beneath her hands
as she traced his contours. Not enough. She needed skin. She tugged
at the hem of his shirt. Elliott groaned.

“God,” he whispered. His tongue licked magic
over her collarbone. His hands cradled her waist, her neck. “You
taste so good.”

Brooke whimpered. Her nipples peaked, aching
for touch. He grabbed her by the hips and lifted her. She wrapped
her legs around him as he positioned their bodies onto a nest of
papers. Her need thrummed harder. Moisture sprang between her
thighs.

Elliott cupped her face. His body stilled
above hers, inches from answering what her limbs begged for. His
touch. “We have to stop,” he said.

Heaviness gathered back into her chest.
“Stop?”

Elliott nodded. Emotion shone in his eyes. “I
want you. Make no mistake about that.”

Then why stop? She couldn’t ask, though. She
wouldn’t make more of a fool of herself over him. Not when she knew
how rash she was being even coming to this office, let alone
clawing his body like a sex kitten.

Her surroundings slipped back into focus.
Elliott helped her to her feet. She ignored how wobbly her legs
were. Had she been ready to give herself to him right there on
Shope’s desk?

She should be thanking him, really. Good
sturdy common sense had plainly exited her brain. If not for his
clear head, they might be naked, limbs entangled for anyone to walk
in on. No, wait, he had locked the door.

Still. “I should go.”

He took her hand, kissed it. “When can I see
you?”

The weight in her chest lifted. “I don’t
think you can. I’m not sure we should be doing this.”

He cocked his head. “Yes you are.”

She opened her mouth to protest. He brought
her wrist to his lips and licked the sensitive flesh there,
effectively shutting her up. She didn’t know what she could have
said. An unstoppable prayer formed inside of her. Please, it said.
Him, this, yes. Please. His lips caressed her skin, his fingers
entwined hers.

“If I give you my number, will you call
me?”

Brooke jogged her chin up and down, willing
her eyes not to close. His breath tickled.

“When?” he asked.

She half shrugged.

His mouth left her wrist. He pulled her to
him. “You deserve better than a desk. Unrushed.”

“Tonight?” A twinge flipped her belly.

The click of high heels approached. Elliott
swiftly moved for the door, unlocking it. He opened it in time for
Michelle to arrive, petulant frown and all.

A stiff farewell was all they had left,
leaving Brooke feeling more than a bit befuddled on her drive home.
Over and again she asked herself, had she fantasized it all?

Another glance at seven digits scribbled on a
scrap of paper was all the pinch she needed. He was real. It was
real. Now, all she had to do was get the nerve to call him.







Chapter Nine

Kiki had had cupboards bigger than this
place. All five windows of Millie’s two bedroom furnished apartment
stood open. She slid the glass door wider to the sorry excuse for a
balcony. How did people live like this? Even with it all opened,
the walls were closing in on her. Centimeter by centimeter. The
melting snow saturated every sound. Wet dripping. Wet leaves on
trees. Incessant chirping from happy little flipping birds. It all
made her teeth grind.

The front door lock clucked open.

“Oh, thank Jesus you’re back,” she said to AJ
before the door hit closed behind him. “I have never been so happy
to see your face.”

“Thanks. I think.” He set a large box down by
his bedroom door, the vault, she’d come to call it. He gestured at
the windows. “What’s going on?”

“I’m getting a little whiggety.” She wasn’t
sure how much to tell him. Or how to start.

“About?”

If she didn’t stop chewing her nails, they’d
bleed. “I think I’ve screwed myself.”

“Alright.” He came around the faux tweed
sofa. “How?”

She couldn’t be sure he was taking her
seriously. He looked like it. Though his movements were a little on
the give-the-patient-another-tranquilizer side, he wasn’t laughing.
Yet.

“Brooke might be bent over a desk, getting
nailed by a strapping young history scholar, as we speak.”

His lips curved. “And this is a bad
thing?”

“Yes.” Millie sucked on a fingertip. Yep,
blood. “You see, when I said the other night that I had a
plan?”

“The foolproof one? The no chemistry lessons
required one?”

Ouch. “That one. Well, it appears I’m an
idiot, again. Either that or the unluckiest cupid to ever get stuck
in this—.”

“Alright. Slow down.” AJ put up placating
hands. “I need specifics if you want me to understand. I assume you
do because it’s the only way I can help. You do want my help, don’t
you?”

Yes. No. “When we broke into Brooke’s and I
found that picture, and after seeing Jason’s file—thank you, by the
way, for getting it—I decided he was my best option.”

“Right. So. Is the ex-husband still the best
option?”

Millie shook her head.

“I see. I suppose that helps explain why you
insisted you didn’t need any of my—what was the word you used
again?”

Playing dumb. Couldn’t make this easy on her,
could he? “Mojo training and I didn’t think I would need
any. I thought them having a past would be enough.” She thought she
needed to be big girl. Besides, she didn’t always think straight
around him. “You’d already done enough with the reservation.”

“I hate to point out the obvious again but,
if it were meant to be, wouldn’t they still be married?”

“Not necessarily. Something else could have
come between them. Family. Finances.” Who knew? She wasn’t about to
argue the point now, though. “In any case, I’m positive my plan
would have worked. Perfectly, too, but this guy popped into the
picture and mucked everything all up.”

AJ’s smile fell. He plopped onto the sofa.
“Are you saying you picked the wrong guy?”

Millie pressed her lips together. “No, I’m
definitely not saying that.” Elliott was not love stuff. “I’m
saying someone showed up on the scene and screwed up my strategy. I
know, maybe this is a test. You know, the angels throwing me a
curve, make me work to keep you kind of thing?”

He shrugged. “Why make you work for something
you don’t even need? I know you hate hearing this, but we could be
a team. They put us together for a reason.”

Yeah. To make the sentence harder. But, leave
it to AJ to point out the obvious. What did he expect from her?
Depend on him so much that when she failed yet again, when they
took her, her withdrawals from him were that much worse? Not just a
few shakes but all out cramps and nausea?

“Look. I’m just trying to get it right this
time. I thought by doing it myself, by taking on the
responsibility, I’d be doing what they wanted.” What she wanted was
a freaking retrial. A do-over. “I never have to help you with your
matches.” She should sit down. But she couldn’t. “I was wrong.
Okay?”

“I’m in this with you, Millie. And my goals
will never be at odds with yours. We’re meant to be a team. But you
have to start trusting me for this to work. If not me….”

“Yeah, yeah. Someone else.” The idea sickened
her. Some unknown, new roommate/cellmate. Hairy, sweaty and fat
came to mind. Back throat bile, anyone?

Why did she hate the thought so much? Face
it, she was more attached to AJ than a lost dog. Her tail whapped
the floor whenever he was near. How could she not be? He’d been the
only one to help her muddle through this hell and had done so with
kindness and patience she wasn’t sure she deserved. Not to mention
charm.

“I’ll work on it.” Millie air-crossed her
heart. “I’ll start now, in fact. Right now, I need you.”

He got to his feet and prowled her direction.
“I’m all ears.”

Eyes, too. Millie ignored the suggestive
gleam in them. “Can you get me a file on Elliott Jovovich?”

“Sure thing. Is he the strapping buck or what
popped up?”

“Both.” His proximity vibrated through
her.

AJ tsked. “Seducing your target, is he?”

“Don’t remind me.” And don’t stand so close.
“Just pray Brooke comes to her senses and this ends up helping us
instead of kicking my dismal ass.”

“And a fine ass it is,” he said and left to
his room.

Millie sighed, feeling far better than she
could have hoped. AJ’s lusty grin hadn’t even tripped her brain up.
If anything, her mind began working better, new possibilities
hatching. Able to breathe again, she shut the windows and found
Jason Munkle’s file. With his, Brooke’s and Elliott’s all in front
of her, surely something would crystallize.

Like salvation.

“My car won’t start,” Michelle pouted,
leaning against the office doorframe. “Can you give me a jump?”

Elliott rubbed his tired eyes. He had more
couth than to call her a liar. “Where are you parked?”

She probably spent the last twenty minutes
figuring out how to unhook the cables. Once the lights dimmed and
she confirmed the engine wouldn’t turn over, she’d likely sprinted
back here to interrupt him and Brooke. Two minutes sooner and she
might have.

Conveniently close at the meters was where
she’d parked. He, however, had parked in the E lot. There was no F
lot. “It’ll take me a good fifteen minutes to get my car and
another five to meet you back here.”

“It’s kind of dark out. I can just come with
you,” Michelle offered, her heels lifting off the floor. “I don’t
want to wait alone.”

No. Leaving her to wait alone wouldn’t do.
Neither would simply calling campus security. He worked for her
uncle. Elliott grabbed his shoulder bag, locked up and decided
hoofing it the whole way might make her think twice before going to
lengths to get his attention. He wished he didn’t feel so certain
but, he just knew, she was up to something.

Michelle kept up.

Halfway there, she waved and hopped at the
campus shuttle. It pulled over.

He should have just called security for
jumper cables and waited for them with her. But standing there,
while the sun sank, his mind electric from stolen moments with
Brooke as Michelle vied for his time, sounded miserable. He’d
rather walk in zero below than stand around avoiding Michelle’s
doe-eyed flirtation.

It was his own fault. She was cute. Sweet.
Eager. Going out for drinks with her hadn’t been harmless. Quite
the opposite.

They boarded and sat at the rear as the
shuttle chugged to life.

“I really appreciate this, Elliott. I’m such
a girl when it comes to these things.” Michelle’s weight leaned
against his. “I probably left the headlamp on again.”

The driver looked at them in the bus-sized
rearview mirror. “Your car dead again?”

Michelle covered a giggle. “Yes. Twice in a
month.”

“You need to get that battery checked,” the
driver advised. “Don’t just assume it’s your fault. Could be the
alternator. Now that’ll really leave you stranded.”

Elliott shifted in his seat. Shame on him for
thinking the worst of her. “He’s right. You should get it
checked.”

He dug his phone from his pocket. Battery
charged and at signal full bars? Check. Brooke might not be home
yet, though. If she’d even gone home. She could be meeting her
friend again for dinner like last week. Of course he’d remember
that now. He’d suggested the place for drinks with Michelle the
same night.

Showing up at any cozy Italian eatery with a
girl in tow wouldn’t have drawn the kind of conclusions he wanted,
though. Michelle would’ve seen romance, interest, and so might’ve
Brooke. He’d have looked like a jerk. Temptation had almost
outweighed the jerk factor but, last minute, he’d opted for the
sports bar up the street instead.

“…and he was actually going to try to charge
me six hundred and fifty dollars when it wasn’t broken or leaking
at all. Can you believe that?”

Shit. He hadn’t heard most of what she’d
said.

“Just need to take a guy in with you,” the
driver said, pulling over to the bench stop. “Find a friend or a
brother or somebody and take ‘em with you. Place’ll be straight
with you then.”

“Really? Just having a man there will help?”
Michelle stood first, glancing hopefully at Elliott.

Nope. Not him. He might be more street smart
than any grad student on campus but Michelle had no rights to his
hidden talents. He kept his mouth neatly shut as they de-shuttled
and made to his car. Why couldn’t Brooke call now? Right in front
of Michelle. He wouldn’t even have to have a conversation for
Michelle to guess a woman was on the phone. His mom had taught him
at least that much about women.

No call.

Once in his car, Elliott strapped on his
seatbelt, feeling Michelle measuring him up for the proposed
errand. Calculating how to snare him into a mechanic’s date fairly
oozed from her pores. Ditch the glasses, throw on some jeans and a
t-shirt…. “I know someone who can help you,” Elliott said, starting
his car.

“You do?” She leaned over, tucked her chin
down. “And who might that be?”

He was probably a jerk for not doing it
himself, schoolgirl crush or not. “My cousin.” Sure. “Gordon.”
After a workout, sweaty, his lawyer attitude up and running. Let
him flex his straight muscles.

Michelle sagged. “Your cousin? Um,
great.”

“I’ll call him now, in fact.” Elliott dialed
and drove down to the front campus entrance. His mind added fast.
Gordon knew Jason who knew Brooke. Somewhere in that equation, he
could get her number. If she was going to call him, she would have
by now. What they’d shared almost an hour ago wasn’t easy to walk
away from and not immediately miss.

Or was it? Was his body the only one
demanding more?

He left Gordon a message, pulled next to
Michelle’s car and looked over in time for Michelle’s mouth to hit
his. Her lips were full and soft and not Brooke’s. Elliott broke
away. Hurt shone in her eyes. He slowly shook his head and took her
hand. He couldn’t help but take her hand. Tears began spilling down
her cheeks.

“Hey, don’t cry.” He’d been pretty cold with
her tonight. Ignoring her, resenting helping her. Resenting her for
interrupting his chance with Brooke. He felt like a supreme jerk.
“You just took me by surprise there.”

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to come on so
strong.” Her words were soft hiccups. Even crying, she spoke
through a smile. “I just thought we really had a good time the
other night and I guess I thought you liked me.”

Jackass! How did he get himself in this?
What, to protect his position? To soothe his tattered ego? Hell, he
hadn’t even had designs on Brooke until he thought he could come to
her rescue. Then to buy her the books and expect her to fall at his
feet in love? Then when she didn’t, he took Michelle out.

Elliott squeezed Michelle’s hand. This was
his own damned fault. “Let’s get your car started.”

He didn’t want to spell it out, leading her
on or not. He wanted to be done with work and school and waiting,
miserable and kicking himself, for a phone call. Right time, wrong
girl.

Michelle’s lower lip quivered. “Can I ask you
something?”

Elliott ran a hand through his hair and shut
off the engine. He nodded.

“Am I pretty?”

“What? What kind of question is that?” Hot
guilt percolated down his shoulders. “Of course you’re pretty. Why
would you even ask me that?”

Her eyes gave him a fresh downpour. “Then
what is wrong with me?”

“Nothing is wrong with you, Michelle.”
Resentment peeled through him. Calculated or not, Elliott smelled
manipulation tactics. “Who said anything was wrong with you?”

He got out and popped his trunk. Jumper
cables lay under his gym bag. By the time he shut the trunk, he was
preparing to straight out ask her to exit his car. Through the rear
window, her shoulders heaved.

Throwing the cables on the pavement and
screaming in frustration wouldn’t help. Instead, he gritted his
teeth and knocked on her window. He motioned her out, vowing to
keep this simple, no matter how mean she made him feel for it.

The image of her intentionally draining or
disconnecting her battery came back. With no good reason to draw
such a conclusion outside of his gut reaction to her, he swallowed
it down. Didn’t matter either way. Whatever miniscule interest he
ever could have had in her died with that single question.

Did he think she was pretty? How could he
explain what a turn off it was? Why bother? She needed self esteem
and he couldn’t give her any. Telling her the truth would only make
it worse.

After an exaggerated moment, Michelle got out
and went to her car. Her sniffles rustled above the breeze blown
leaves. Elliott waited for the hood to pop, keeping his gaze on
it.

Michelle leaned out the window. “I’m not sure
how to open the hood. Can you help me?”

Elliott rolled back on his heels but nodded.
He took her seat behind the wheel, noticed the keys dangling from
the ignition. Hey, why not? Before she could protest, he
tested his idea, turning them. The car hiccupped to life. Elliott
got out, but stepped into a face full of sweater-clad cleavage as
Michelle lunged in for a grateful hug.

“I can’t believe it. How did you do
that?”

His phone vibrated in his pocket, urging him
to disentangle from her perfumed arms. She held on tight enough for
her feet to leave the ground, unperturbed by his lack of response
or the fact that he was digging for his phone.

He bent to get her feet grounded, unwound her
arms. “Unknown number” flashed on his phone screen. It vibrated. He
answered, too dumbfounded with relief to wait until he parted
Michelle’s way.

“Hello?”

“Elliott? Hi. It’s Brooke.”

Brooke! “Hi! I thought it might be you.”
Elliott fought not to grunt and tugged free.

Michelle stared up, hope and pleading mixed
in her eyes. Her eyes lingered on the phone. “Oh Elliott. I can’t
thank you enough.”

“Is this a bad time?” Brooke asked.

“No. Not at all. I’m just leaving campus,
now.”

Michelle looked ready to try anything.
Elliott’s gut tightened. “Can you hold on for a second?” he asked
Brooke. “Don’t hang up though, alright?”

Silence. “Okay. But, don’t break her heart on
my account.”

His gut punched. He lowered the phone and met
Michelle’s gaze. “Sorry, Michelle. This is important. No thanks
necessary, okay? I have to go.”

She hugged herself, and stepped back. He
could almost hear the gears turning though, so he left fast. Car in
reverse, Michelle in the rearview mirror, Elliott put the phone
back to his ear.

“Sorry about that.” He shifted into drive.
“Brooke? Are you still there?”







Chapter Ten

“Okay. But don’t break her heart on my
account,” Brooke said. Had she actually said that? What was
Michelle thanking him for anyway? And why do it so loudly?

Brooke stared at the ceiling. Her body zinged
from the adrenaline pumping through her. Over a simple phone call?
Granted, this call went beyond simple. Calling Elliott meant so
many things. Primarily, the possibility of a sexual encounter with
her professor’s assistant. No, no more lies. There’d be sex. Secret
sex. Lots of it. Unless she found the strength to convince him they
shouldn’t, in fact, commit such a sin.

Oh, but what a sweet sin he’d be.

Then there was the age gap. Grand Canyon big?
Or just a nice little gulch? She didn’t even want to know how big
it was. If she did give in to the lust begging her for attention,
would once be enough? Doubtful.

The sound of his voice in the background
rushed her with adrenaline. Still on hold, hope swarmed her chest.
He sounded rushed. She recognized Michelle’s nasal pitch. Her hope
angled downward, sending a wave of nausea up. Brooke shifted her
weight against her headboard and adjusted the phone. Sampson hopped
onto her lap.

Elliott did things to her.

Before he’d kissed her. Before he’d ever
touched her, he’d exposed an intensity for her, making her feel
singularly desired. She’d never felt this before.

She had to call. How else could she ever show
her face on campus? Oh, yes. Campus. Another risk. Showing her face
there, after a torrid—spectacular, carnal—night in his arms, then
seeing him and being forced to act casual would be too awkward.

She didn’t want to have to avoid campus. She
planned on taking more classes. And the Book Exchange, her
cathedral. She loved it there. Still, she had to call.

Rationally, she knew better than to feel
competition with the girl. Too young, too naïve and, in truth, had
nothing to envy Brooke over. Elliott should be dating someone like
Michelle, kissing her in his boss’s office. They’d have
loads in common. Not Brooke.

The image of him looking at Michelle the way
he had looked at her drove uncomfortable warmth over her shoulders.
She stood up and rubbed one.

Holding. Waiting. Mere seconds stretched like
an eternity. Words stuck in her throat. Her ears strained to hear.
Nothing but muffles. All sorts of unwanted images fogged her brain.
Michelle pawing his chest, simpering for a kiss.

She looked at her phone. Still connected.
Should she hang up? She didn’t know what to say to him, even now,
even after a litany of why not’s. Her heart stung with raw
emotions. Lust. Jealousy. Hope.

Her short drive home, she’d tried to drown
out the noise he’d created in her body. In her soul. Ridiculous
that one hot kiss had unraveled her. She’d found a familiar song,
turned the volume up, and shouted out the lyrics. She wanted him
and it went beyond her body’s reaction to his mouth. It went
deeper. She wanted to mark him as hers despite having no intention
of keeping him. Don’t let others have him, urged her primal
parts.

“Brooke? Are you still there?”

She exhaled. Craziness wasn’t like her.
Brooke paced her room, tension tightening in her limbs with each
step. He’d come over this minute if she asked. She could have every
last living inch of him, all hers, to explore. To take. “Yes. I’m
still here.”

And he could have her. One long, thorough,
inconsequential night. Sheryl Crow’s song echoed through her mind.
You’re my favorite mistake. Maybe it was time she made
one.

Elliott half sighed, half laughed on the
other end. “I’m glad you called,” he said.

She smiled. “Me too.”

Now what? Invite him over? Beg him to be the
sensible one? Sell him on all the reasons she couldn’t sleep with
him—no, make that kiss him—again?

“I didn’t think you would,” he said.

“You didn’t?” Brooke sat back down on her bed
and patted Sampson’s head. Shadows of branches moved out her
window. “Why not?”

His car revved. A grinding sounded. “I don’t
know. Insecurity, I suppose.”

Yeah, right. A guy like him? With girls like
Michelle in the
Elliott-can-I-please-be-next
waiting room? “Interesting,” she said.

“So….”

Brooke’s cheeks began to hurt from smiling.
“So.” God, did she actually want to tease him? Maybe just a little.
“I was calling to ask if you knew what today’s assignment was. I
missed class.”

A thump sounded. She imagined his hand
hitting the wheel, and stifled a giggle.

“Nope,” he said. “I can’t say that I do.
Shope isn’t one to fill me in, though. You should call him. Find
out.”

Aw. He sounded a little mad. “Do you have his
office number?” She bit her lip.

A breath hissed over the line. “Not off the
top of my head. But, you know, Brooke, I’ll bet he’d let you
slide.”

She liked this game. Even more that he’d
started playing it. “Oh?”

“Definitely.”

“Why is that?”

“I would,” he said, a toe curling octave
lower. “Besides, I may know a way for you to skip the assignment
and not suffer.”

Oh, man. He was good at this. She might be in
over her head. Speaking of head, she needed to clear it and get
back to business. The kiss. And what they would do about it.

“Tell me you’re close to me,” he said.

How could a voice be so sexy? “What do you
mean?” she teased.

“Tell me you live close to campus and that I
can be there within minutes.”

She did. He could. Brooke bit her lip.
“Seventh street. Just off McCarran.”

“See that? Destiny.” He paused. “I just
happen to be right down the street from you and after I flip a
u-turn at the next light, I’ll be two minutes away.”

She gulped. Her heart thudded upward. “Are
you kidding me?”

“Never,” he said.

She glanced around. Her place was a discarded
clothing disaster area. A cold sweat broke over her neck.

“Will you give me your address?” he said.
“Better yet, if I come over now, will you let me in?”

Musical, seductive words. She calculated how
much scurried cleanup she could manage in less than five minutes.
Probably enough if she kicked some into the closet, more under the
bed. She’d just have to be sure not to forget about them.

New consequences from telling him where she
lived, knowing him so short a time, leapt to mind. How was she
going to find her way out of this forbidden forest?

You are my favorite mistake. “Just
promise me you’re not a deranged criminal first.”

“Boy scout’s honor, cross my heart.”

Hers skipped.

With a deep breath, she plunged on. Address
given, Brooke hung up and cleaned. A toothbrush to get her mouth
kiss-ready. Laundry hidden. Deodorant on. Black panties? No. Wait.
She was only allowing kissing. At most some heavy petting. Nothing
so intimate as panties showing. After really, really trying to make
him understand why anything between them was a really, really bad
idea. What panties was she wearing again? Lacy thong. Good.

He knocked.

She squealed. She couldn’t help it. After
giving her hands a good shake out and smoothing her hair, she
opened the door.

Glasses low, shoulder braced against the
frame, Elliott smiled lopsidedly. “Hi,” he said.

She stepped back for him to enter with a
shrug, all she could muster. Revealing how thrilled she was to see
him—right there, alive and breathing on her very doorstep—couldn’t
be a good idea. Where was her cool when she needed it most?

He closed the door. He walked toward her. She
retreated, backing into her living room. Past the wedding picture
on the entryway table—should’ve hidden that—past the armchair. His
grin curved impishly. His gaze drank her in, then came to rest on
her mouth.

Brooke paused. Now what? She didn’t know what
to say, what to do. What had she been so prepared to explain to
him?

“Nice place,” Elliott said, no longer
smiling.

She thought to say thanks, but the words
froze. He closed the space between them. She felt his body heat
first. The way you feel the spray of a wave before the water laps
over your toes. Smelled his cologne. She wanted to inhale it, close
her eyes. Remember it. But it was hard to breathe.

Eyes intent on hers, he laced both hands into
her hair. Brooke fell spellbound, strung between hope and want and
fear. His mouth lowered to hers.

He kissed her. Slow. Demanding.

Pleasure hiccupped through her. Her hands
trembled. So did her heartbeat. Sensations from before swam back.
Her lips melded to his. Seeking. Tasting.

No kisses. Couldn’t think with kisses.

He nibbled her lip. Her hips tipped to
his.

Maybe one more kiss.

Her hands found his chest. They rested
against the heat permeating through the starched cotton. They
roamed, explored. He groaned her name. “Brooke.” A thrill passed
over her.

One little mistake. In all her life, she’d
never dared take what she wanted. What if she did now? To feel, to
touch, be touched. Yearning engulfed her. More kisses. More touch.
She clutched his shirt. It untucked. Her hands lowered, dipped
under the edge and—oh, dear God—his skin. Hot and smooth.

His navel. His waist. Pectorals so firm and
contoured. She moaned. He kissed her more. All the while holding
her hair, cupping her face. Running a thumb over her lip, her
cheek. Every stroke sent a shiver downward.

A hard, sweet ache bloomed inside of her.

His mouth moved to her neck. Shivers and
heat. Her hands grew bolder. The top button of his khakis was a
puzzle for her blind fingers. She solved it, then found his zipper.
A rush of noise in the crashing of hard breaths and rustling
clothes.

All those large consequences shrank in the
shadow of her desire, growing, aching for more. His mouth was
delicious. His body moreso.

Elliott picked her up, the look in his eyes
undid any remaining rational thought processes. He found her room,
her bed, lay her upon it.

Button by agonizing button, he undressed.

Her heart slammed. Or was it desire? She
itched to race for the end, to feel the thunder and storm of what
his kisses promised. Wet and hot and consuming her.

His shirt fell away. Broad shoulders graced
his firm chest and dip of lean belly. He lowered his pants, kicked
them off. His boxers followed, and his erection sprang free.

She couldn’t help but stare. Hard and long.
Thick. He wanted her.

Elliott joined her on the bed, held himself
above her. Brooke looked up at him, gloriously naked. Shameless.
Her gaze adored in the cut of his shoulders, the dip of his chest.
Flexed muscle. Shining skin.

He paused. Unspoken words hung between them.
Should she stop him? Brooke felt a catch in her throat. The
question reflected in his smoldering gaze. Did she want this? She
nodded.

Yes.

Yes, she wanted this. Wanted him.

Elliott bent, kissed her nose and began
undressing her. One pant leg, the other. He pulled her sweater over
her head, her hair spread out behind her. Silence breathed around
them. The bedding whispered against each shift. The blood rushing
through her veins roared in her ears.

He dropped each article, slow, tantalizing.
He ran his hands up ankles to thighs. Brooke shut her eyes, fearful
of the way he looked at her. How could she watch when feeling him
so overwhelmed her?

“Brooke,” he whispered.

She didn’t answer, didn’t need to. Her name
came again, in turns while his every touch teased her skin. Yes,
she silently begged. Yes. He licked the backs of her knees, her
wrists, her inner thighs. Closer and closer, he drew his weight and
flesh to hers. Heat. Softness.

“I don’t want to rush you,” Elliott said, low
at her ear before suckling the lobe. “I want this to be
perfect.”

Oh, Elliott. Yes. His voice worked as much
magic as his hands. She craved hearing it as she craved him to move
higher, tighter. She longed to feel him inside of her, hard, fast.
Deep. But for every pull of her hands on his hips or shoulders, he
resisted. He slowed.

He waited.

His mouth danced warmth down her neck, over
each breast, scorching each nipple. Lower. Downward. Rounded her
belly button, tickled her hip. His tongue circled and lined. His
breath heated and cooled.

Brooke wriggled in anticipation. Her neck
arched. Yes. She raked her hands through his hair as he nudged her
knees apart. This was craziness. Her body moistened and throbbed,
ready for him. Her mind swam through sensation. Fears fought the
current, slipping through in spurts and warning her to stop.

Stop him. Stop before it was too late.

But how could she go back now? The moment
she’d followed him today, kissed him behind a locked door,
consequences were born. Daring to complete this fantasy only
sharpened what had already taken shape.

She deserved to know how this fantasy ended.
How could it be fair that she’d lived so long without this? Without
him? The knowledge every touch brought made a day without it feel
cruel.

No. She would not stop him. Couldn’t.
Already, she neared hot bliss. One lick lower, another press with
his teasing fingers pushing her toward sweet pulsing climax. Her
need ran beyond the physical, beyond ecstasy. More than her naked
body cocooned in steely arms, held close, secure. She couldn’t
remember the last safe comfort of another being holding onto
her.

Elliott kissed her lowermost belly. “Brooke,”
he whispered. “Look at me.”

She couldn’t. If she did, she might cry. She
shook her head, arched her hips up to his mouth.

He inched back. “Please. Open your eyes. Look
at me.”

Emotion welled up her chest. Not sadness. A
strange kind of gratitude she could not let him see. She took a
steadying breath.

He inched back. She panicked. Would he stop?
The risk of him stopping now, invested as her body and mind had
become, she had to. She opened her eyes.

“Hi,” he said with a grin.

She smiled. “Hi.”

His lids were lowered. “Are you okay?”

“Yes.” She laughed and suddenly, she was.
“Are you okay?”

He shook his head. “If I don’t take a break,
it’ll be over before I can really get you started.”

“I see.” No she didn’t.

He rose up and nestled his torso between her
thighs, set his chin on her belly. She hadn’t known how tense her
limbs had been until they relaxed. His weight felt good. Whole
somehow. A completion. Her desperation to have him eased away,
allowing her desire room to spread.

Elliott planted small kisses over her ribs.
Brooke watched through half closed eyes. The ache gathered tighter
between her thighs. As he kissed, his muscles pressed against her
mound, punctuating each touch. Christ, but she could climax right
there, her body pushed and held to his waist. The heat, the
hardness. One small circle then another and she could….

Brooke closed her eyes. Her mouth
watered.

She upturned her pelvis. A groan caught in
her throat. Oh, but he felt so good. So right. Elliott lifted. But
before she could protest the painful vacancy, he returned, this
time with his mouth exactly where she needed it, at her core.

“God, you’re so wet.” His finger slid into
her heat. Pleasure sprayed through her. His mouth suckled and
licked inch after inch of her. “You taste so good.”

Her pussy throbbed while her ears burned. She
curved her hips. She dug at his head. So close. She moaned, willing
his finger deeper, his tongue faster. Both complied. His tongue
flicked her hot spot, his finger drove a rhythm. He slipped another
in. Her swollen walls welcomed the intrusion, wanting more. More.
All of him. Driving swift strokes….

Brooke gasped.

Yes. Just that. Right there. “Oh, God, yes.”
Again. Oh, Elliott!

Don’t stop. “Elliott,” she panted.

Please, oh please, don’t stop.

He didn’t. He licked and stroked and pressed
his fingers deeper and deeper until with a burst of waves, she
came. Her climax drummed up her core and outward. It beat in wet
pulsing waves. Another and another. Harder. Longer. She cried out
his name, and she rode each incredible pulse. Pleasure sang through
her muscles until letting go. Her limbs collapsed onto the bed.

Brooke’s eyes fluttered open as Elliott moved
to lie at her side, a gloating grin shining her way. He rested a
hand on her hip.

“Well,” she said and tried to steady her
breathing. Her heart slammed. “I must say. I’m impressed.”

She blinked her eyes when he laughed, notes
in the aftermath, an assurance. Her panting began to calm down, but
her mind still buzzed with awe. She nodded, and closed her eyes.
“Very impressive,” she whispered, and fell dead asleep.







Chapter Eleven

“Brooke?” Elliott whispered. “Brooke? Are you
asleep?”

A soft snarfle noise answered him. Yep, the
woman was asleep. He didn’t know whether to be insulted or
flattered. Nevermind that he was rock hard and dying to feel what
his hand and mouth had just explored. Her legs splayed out on the
covers like a foal’s. Beams of twilight filtering through the
window outlined their muscle tone, the edges of her knees.

His arm had gone numb. But he didn’t dare
move it yet.

He wanted to let her sleep. He lay watching
her, taking in her curves and lines. While his arm deadened, his
mind sharpened. The night’s events accumulated there. From the
moment she’d walked out of Shope’s office without giving him her
name, he’d been hot for her. His previous fascination from afar
hadn’t been a big deal. Even when he’d acted on it. Jumped and
fallen on his face, as it were.

Watching her disappear down the hall that
day, his crush had imploded on him. Warm and fuzzy became hot and
lusty. That shouldn’t matter much, though. Not like he wasn’t used
to wanting a woman. He’d wanted plenty, gotten what he’d wanted
plenty, in bed, in life. Brooke was different. Now more than ever
and not because he’d yet to finish what they’d started.

Elliott’s pulse thumped his skull. Lying in
the dark, listening to her soft snore, he couldn’t figure out what
it was she did to him. He should be waking her up and seducing the
daylights out of her. Finishing. Instead he lay watching her chest
rise and fall, wondering, what if…? What was it about her that had
him wanting to stick around and see what might happen?

He tried to flex some life into his trapped
hand then scrubbed his face with his free one. Should he stay?
Should he wake her?

She’d rejected him at most every turn. What,
now he was falling for her? Wanted to spend the night? Wake up and
make her breakfast? She was uniquely beautiful. Stunning in this
light, all soft and vulnerable, hair askew, features relaxed. But
beauty was common enough. His heart didn’t chase mere looks. Hell,
he didn’t chase period.

So, why bother? Why her? He hadn’t even had
sex with her yet. So why did he feel so satisfied lying there next
to her, plotting ways to see her again?

The scent of her sex contrasted with the
clean linen under his head.

His groin tension receded. Finally. He wasn’t
getting any more of her tonight. Not unless she rolled over,
remembered who was next to her—didn’t freak out—and got hot for
more. Unlikely. He should go. He didn’t want one of those awkward,
guess I should leave now but I promise I’ll call you, kind of
moments between them. Maybe he’d slip away and let her sleep.

Or was it he didn’t want her to reject him
again? How could he hide how much he liked her? No woman he’d ever
encountered rattled him like Brooke had.

The thought sent a sheen of panic down his
belly. He needed to get out of there.

Cautiously, Elliott eased his arm from under
her shoulder. She didn’t stir. He covered her as best as possible
without disturbing her legs. Finding paper and a pen in her
nightstand, he scribbled a quick note. One forehead kiss later, an
uncomfortable weight in his chest, he snuck out the door.

He needed some perspective. The only way he
could see getting any was by creating some distance.

“Don’t miss this item,” the bleached blonde
on TV said. “We have three sizes left in the gold and only two in
the silver….” Millie glanced up from the file folder, set it down
and eyed the television. She turned her attention back to her
laptop. Genuine Peridot or no, the ring’s design reeked knock-off.
“No one will believe you got this ring at this price,” a caller
drawled.

“I will,” Millie said but didn’t hear much
more of the Home Shopping Network’s show. Google had snared all her
senses. Eureka. Elliott Jovovich in cyber-flesh.

Millie clicked the second link and adjusted
her back against the sofa. Now, she was getting somewhere.

AJ’s door opened behind her. “Millicent?”

She waved him over. “I think I found
something I can use on College Boy. Something beyond his sorry
excuse for a file.” The IRS had more on people than she and AJ
got.

He joined her on the sofa, uncomfortably
near, but she was too excited to scoot away. “Here, look at this.”
She angled the PC at him.

AJ’s gaze scanned downward. He shrugged.
“What’s this?”

“It’s dirt.” Millie’s triumph sagged. “His
father’s in prison. For armed robbery.”

AJ shrugged. “Okay. And?”

“And his matchmaking file doesn’t show
anything about a felon for a father. If it’s missing that, what
else could our files be missing?”

“I don’t know, Millie.” He paused. Was he
searching for a gentle way to let her down? “This doesn’t seem
particularly relevant.”

“What do you mean? Of course it’s relevant.
Ever heard the apple falling from the tree thing? We’re talking
about Brooke here. Prim and tidy, Brooke. Okay, so you don’t know
her. I do. She isn’t a felon-in-the-family kind of girl.”

“Does she have feelings for him?”

“Possibly. Brooke has kept him pretty much a
secret so far.” She watched his reaction. “I can’t imagine her not
having some kind of feelings for him if she’s ready to jump his
bones.”

“You’re going to tell her about this,
then?”

“Absolutely. I have to.”

AJ looked away, his eyebrows doing one of
those upward shots she’d grown to capital H hate.

“You don’t think I should tell her?”

“I don’t see how you can tell her. What could
you say? If she’s keeping their affair private, how would you bring
this up, let alone explain how you found out about it?”

Millie pressed her lips together. “I can show
her this.” She jabbed her hand at the screen.

“Oh, I see. She’ll not only believe it’s
true, thus his father, but also a reputable source, they’re all
over the Internet after all, and then not wonder why you’re
Googling her boyfriend in the first place?”

“I’m concerned.” Shit. “A concerned friend.
And he’s not her boyfriend.”

“Or a nosy friend. A very small jump to a
jealous friend and then to no friend at all, if you ask me.”

“Well, I didn’t ask you.”

“Actually, you—.”

Millie stood. “Alright. Okay. You’re right. I
did ask you. I just got excited. I’ve been looking at these
friggin’ files for three days straight and I finally found some
real, tangible dirt on this guy. More than a hunch. Something I can
point to and say, ‘Hey, look at this.’”

“But you can’t use it. And who’s to say it
will end up being dirt at all?”

She could scream. “You are no help. At all.
Do you know that?”

Her chest burned. Why couldn’t he be a little
supportive? He’d been at this gig a lot longer than her. Why
couldn’t he even entertain some possibilities here?

AJ got to his feet, too. He hesitated. “Well,
it appears you may not have to put up with me much longer.”

If he was going to throw the fact that the
angels threatened to reassign him in her face, so help her, she
would do more than scream. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“I went to find more information for you,
another file.” His hands steepled to his mouth. “Word is they’ve
given me a deadline. My source is reliable.”

Her belly went weak and, again, she needed to
sit. “How long?”

“Thirty days.” He had the decency to look
sorry.

Didn’t help. Millie’s mouth dried up. “Thirty
days? What if I can’t get Jason and Brooke back together by then?
Worse, if Jason doesn’t work out, if Brooke keeps up with Elliott,
how can I ever hope to match Brooke in thirty days?” She set down
the laptop and began pacing. “Brooke will end up heartbroken.” And
so would Millie. That’s what.

Millie hadn’t even nailed down a decent
candidate for the first—what—six months? Double shit. She put her
hands to her face, pressing her fingers to her eyes. No tears. Not
now. Not in front of him. “I can’t believe this.” No match, no
AJ.

AJ moved to her side, his warm and spicy
scent cradling her senses. She wanted to lean into him and bury her
face, to never come up for air.

“Hey,” he said, his hands pulling hers away.
“It’s not so bad.”

Millie shook her head and swallowed a sob.
“What did I do to deserve this?”

“Shh. Don’t. It’s not as bad as you’re
letting yourself think.” He brought her hands to his lips. “I’m
still here.”

“For a month. A month? Honestly, what could I
possibly have done as Kiki to deserve all this? Gross indifference
may as well be murder.”

He bent his head, opened his arms. A shiver
ran from her fingers to her belly, which heated. Damn it, she
wanted him. She wanted to step into those arms and hide away. She
didn’t dare give in, though.

“I know you think I’m wrong to do this,”
Millie said. “But, AJ, if I don’t get this right, I will be stuck
here, failing over and again for the rest of this miserable life.
It’s more than just losing you. It’s losing who I used to be, too.”
The idea nauseated her. She stepped away, too tempted to fall into
his embrace. “I need to know I’ll make it back someday, AJ. Do you
understand?”

He released her hands and stood. “Believe it
or not, I do understand, Millicent.” He left her, disappeared into
his room, door closed. If he’d sounded angry, she might have
followed him, ready to beg. But it hadn’t been anger sparking in
his gaze. It was hope. And need.

Before his wake of silence sent her after
him, he came back, a file in hand. The air between them returned to
normal. One day, she’d brave a peek through that door and see what
he hid in there. Not today. Today, she had to focus.

AJ shoved a thick file into her lap. The
paper was icy cold. On second thought, maybe she’d just respect his
privacy. Some doors weren’t meant to be opened.

She scanned the contents a moment. She hardly
believed it. “Who gave you this?”

He gave her a wicked grin. “It’s a
relationship file. Jason and Brooke’s relationship file.”

“It’s thick,” she said. “Why haven’t we
gotten any relationship files before?” And why was it nearly
frozen?

AJ leaned back and cocked a wider grin her
way. “Let’s just say, we never had access to them before now.”

Millie’s thighs involuntarily flexed.
“Access? How did you suddenly get—actually, I don’t want to know.”
The image of him in some angel’s arms turned her stomach. AJ had
his ways and could keep them. “I’ll take what I can get. Thank you
for this.”

“My pleasure. Your wish can be my command.
Remember?”

Oh, but the way he said those words.
Dangerous to a girl’s will power. Part of her longed to test the
invitation in his eyes. If she drank of his wine, she might never
sober up, though. From the beginning, he’d let her know, partners
in time crossing the sexual line wasn’t worth what it risked:
severe punishment. Of course, she liked risk. But she couldn’t
handle the punishment.

Clearing her throat, she opened the file.
Brooke’s wedding photo, the same one from her entryway table,
stared back at Millie. She let out a small gasp. This? Now, this
was love. Pure, simple eat-your-heart-out-bitches love. All the
annoying doubts Elliott’s entrance had stirred, quieted.

“I need a plan,” she said, her voice pitchy.
Time to swallow her pride and accept help, libido be damned. “I
mean, we need a plan.”

AJ winked at her, pretended to roll up his
sleeves and rubbed his palms. “Just give me my orders, chief. I’m
all yours.”

Visions of handcuffs and whipped cream came
to mind. Did he realize how difficult he made straight thinking?
“First, let’s list what we do know.” Millie grabbed a pen. “All of
it. All three of them. Then let’s go through this marriage file.
With everything in front of us….”

He clapped once. “Very good.” His hands were
tan, long fingered, strong. “Would it help if we had one of those
giant tablets you always see in office commercials?”

Millie laughed. He was really getting into
this, wasn’t he? “Yeah, it would, but a napkin might have to do for
now, or maybe an envelope from the junk mail.”

“Wait right here.” Again, he disappeared and
reappeared from his lair. “Will this do?”

A white tablet-adorned metal tripod stand
snapped together in front of her. AJ peered his head around and
wiggled a marker in the air. “Green. For luck.”

“Where in the world did you get this and why
do you have it? No, don’t tell me. You seduced some angel.
Right?”

“No. Office Max.” As in, duh, Millie. “And
watch this.” He reamed a page off and pressed it to the window.
“It’s sticky.”

Now Millie wanted to clap. His enthusiasm was
catching. Her growing heap of bleak dwindled into a tidy stack of
doable, thanks to AJ. He handed her the marker and sat next to her.
His spicy aroma tempted her nostrils. She suppressed a sigh. “Where
do I—we begin, then?”

He shrugged. “You’re the boss.”

“Let’s start with Brooke.”

By ten p.m. they’d marked and hung three
sheets worth of observations. Things that stuck out for Brooke,
Jason, Elliott. AJ peeled off a fourth sheet, the list of her three
questions: First: How to get Elliott out of the picture? He was a
huge distraction. Yeah, he might have his uses, as AJ so pointedly
argued, but Millie wanted him outta there. The fewer complications
thrown her way, the better.

Second: What went wrong? She’d had Brooke’s
‘why stay with someone if they don’t make you happy’ version.
Millie didn’t buy it. Well, she had up until the day she’d broken
in and found the truth. Now, she needed to find the real cause. And
fix it.

Third, and most important: How did she get
Brooke and Jason in physical proximity so she and AJ could reignite
the fire? Proximity was one third of the love equation, according
to AJ. And of the two, he was the expert with countless matches
completed. The other two factors were ruling hormones, which Jason
and Brooke must have since it worked once, and being in the midst
of change.

Millie glanced down at the remaining
relationship file. What kind of ugly secrets lay waiting there, she
couldn’t imagine. But, she was getting ahead of herself.

“Don’t get too wrapped up in the details,” AJ
said as she tapped the marker to her cheek. “Chemistry can be the
simplest thing or the hardest.”

“They’ve been in love before. How hard can it
be?”

“Depends. Chemicals can be tricky.”

Did he realize how imperious he sounded? She
almost pointed out that this was a brilliant example of why she’d
tried to figure things out on her own. Probably practiced it in the
mirror. No. Nevermind. Not worth it. She’d made more headway in the
last hours than she had in months. So, AJ could condescend away, so
long as he didn’t sit too close.

“Look for a theme,” AJ said. “Common
denominators.”

In what? The heater kicked on making Brooke’s
list shimmy. The bottom fluttered from view then fell back. The
last line read: started own business. Life in change, right?
Throughout her file, Brooke had kept to safe, dependable paths. Her
high school drop out older sister popped in and out of the major
parts. The sister’s bad decisions looked to have motivated Brooke’s
good ones. Brooke studied, graduated, went to college, didn’t
party, lacked promiscuity. She met Jason Munkle her junior year,
got her BA and a husband in the same week. Boring, yes, but by all
rights, should have been happily ever after. Even Hollywood said
so.

Fifteen years later Brooke up and started a
business. Woops. So long, fairytale. She hadn’t needed to
financially. Kept pretty busy in an easy life. Yet she went and did
it anyway. Why?

Millie frowned and sighed.

Next list, Jason. He worked in real estate
and never struggled through market changes. He came from a stable,
parents still married kind of family. He traveled a little, but
always with his business partner, Zeke, who was also his oldest
friend. Never showed any staying at the office late or other kinds
of indicators of affairs. His file was clean. Simple. Until the
divorce. Not long before losing Brooke, and it was definitely his
loss, Jason’s partner sold his half of their business and moved to
Sacramento. These days, Jason spent time at work and online. Chats.
No porn. Boring times twenty.

Elliott’s file was dense. The further she had
read, the more certain she became. He needed to exit stage left,
ASAP. Not only was he poisoning Millie’s opportunities to match
Jason and Brooke—twice already—but he was just plain wrong for
Brooke.

He’d been in and out of juvie until he hit
eighteen. He may or may not have dealt weed through his first two
undergrad years and, then the clincher, his father was a definitely
a felon, as in armed robbery. The last little tidbit might not be
officially in his file but Millie had fought AJ and won. It was
staying on the list. Right under Elliott’s age. Twenty-six years
old. The deciding factor.

“No guy that young, that good looking,
clearly rising above his background, is interested in a divorced
older woman. Not for more than sex,” Millie argued.

“Maybe that’s a good thing, not a minus, but
a plus.”

“Yeah, okay, only interested in sex could
work. Brooke could get an ego boost. Might help relax her a
little.” Man, Brooke was wound tight.

Millie just worried he wouldn’t lose interest
soon enough, as in today, instead of twenty nine days from now when
she’d have to kiss AJ goodbye. Mmmm. Kiss AJ. The focus of her
fantasies stood, hands on hips, staring down his office supplies.
Reckless good looks amplified by the ordinary and mundane. And he
really meant to help.

He wanted to keep her around, too.

If she did lose him, and she wouldn’t let
herself dwell on the idea, would she give in to her lust? Would she
strip down and beg him to make the world disappear? Lift her up,
tie her down, all her luscious fantasies all night long?

Millie’s throat tightened. “It’s getting
late.” If she didn’t get away from him soon she’d make a fool of
herself. “Can we pick up on this in the morning?”

“Sure,” he said. He flexed his shoulders. “If
you’re ready for bed.”

Oh, man, was she. But, she refused to let her
eyes eat him up. Her pulse had already quickened from watching him.
One more night falling asleep agitated. Ugh. Someday, she’d give
in. Someday. But not tonight.

With each step she reminded herself. Its just
chemicals. It’s not you. It’s him. The boy can’t help it. He does
it to all the girls.

“Millie?”

She turned around, hand on the door.
“Yeah?”

AJ stared at her a moment. What would she do
if he ever decided to really seduce her? Cave. That’s what. But,
she knew. He wouldn’t. He was more respectful than that.

“Nothing,” he said after a moment. “Sleep
tight.”

“You, too.” She locked the door behind her.
Not to keep him out. To try to keep herself in.







Chapter Twelve

Brooke recognized the noise that woke her. It
was her front door shutting. Elliott had left. She felt it, too.
She sat up. Awareness of her nudity washed over her, making her tug
the covers higher. Everything she’d done rushed through her mind.
Kissing Elliott on his desk, calling him, letting him in,
culminating in….

Oh no. She’d fallen asleep after that amazing
orgasm, hadn’t she?

Beautiful.

She didn’t know whether to speed dial and
apologize, or thank her lucky stars she didn’t have to face him
right now. She scanned the dark room for her phone and spotted it
on her nightstand. A folded sheaf of paper lay under it. Curious,
she picked up both and unfolded the note.

Brooke,

You fell asleep. Forget me.

-Elliott

She read the scrawl again, frowning. Forget
me? Yep, that’s what it said. Forget him. Uh-oh. Far worse
than awkward. She’d insulted him? Angry embarrassment flashed hot
over her, head to toe. And to think, she’d almost been relieved to
find herself alone. Now, she really had to call.

Either call and have the unnerving
conversation now or risk running into him on campus later. The
latter made her cringe inside. If he was mad, better to face it
over the phone where he couldn’t see how much it mattered.

She moved to dial, but another thought
paralyzed her. What would she say? Sorry I passed out? It wasn’t
you, it was me? What if he’d left because he had found her lacking?
What if he regretted ever buying her those books let alone making
love to her?

Brooke thumbed over the phone’s keypad. She
set it down. Forget it. She didn’t want to know what “Forget me”
meant. In the end, it didn’t matter. Clearly, he didn’t want to see
her again. Her eyes stung but she wouldn’t cry. There was no reason
to cry. Never seeing him again, forgetting him, was best. Sensible.
Brooke wasn’t ready for a first date let alone a long affair. A one
night stand had been a stretch.

He was too young for her.

This was a good thing.

Then why did she feel so awful? She just
needed to get some perspective and some sleep. Brooke laid back and
shut her eyes. Visions of his face between her thighs materialized.
She shoved them back. Plenty of time later to savor her secret
rendezvous, once the sting of rejection faded and the longing for
more eased.

Not now, not tonight. Decision firmly in
mind, she punched her pillow into shape, rolled over and exhaled.
Even Sampson had left her.

Three long, slow days later, she still lay in
bed, staring at daylight streaming in through the blinds. Sampson
crunching his lunch filtered from the kitchen. Her pajamas itched
her skin. Her mouth felt slightly furry.

Her house phone rang.

Probably a telemarketer. No one else called
her at home. Certainly, Elliott wouldn’t. He didn’t have her home
number. Neither had he called her cell phone. Brooke sighed. Nope,
no one else. Because it meant she could procrastinate showering for
five more minutes, on the fourth ring, she gave in and
answered.

“Hello? Brooke?”

She struggled to sit up. “Jason?” Sounding so
good and sweet and, God, but she’d actually missed him.

“The one and same,” Jason said.

“Hey, you,” she said. His voice answered a
prayer she didn’t realize she’d been making until now. Please,
someone, care. Someone out there. Care. She didn’t even mind if
he heard her relief. “How are you?”

“I’m good, Brooke. Really good.” He sighed
like a person does after a satisfying laugh. “We didn’t really get
to talk at the mall the other day. You looked great, by the way.
Really great. Can you believe how long it’s been?”

“I can’t. Can you?” Eight months since their
divorce. Eighteen since she had walked out.

“Hey, enough about all that. I’ve been
meaning to call you. My mom’s been nagging me to call you. It’s
Thanksgiving this Thursday.”

Brooke’s heart sank. “Yeah. I know,” she
said. Nice of him to point it out.

“My mom wants you to come over for dinner. I
mean, I do, too. I would like it if you came by for dinner. Unless
you already have plans.”

“No, I don’t, but….” Thanksgiving with
family, her old family? Her chest lifted. “Really?”

“Yes, really. Brooke, we had a good run of it
and like my mom says, you’re still family. We don’t have kids to
connect us. Not even a dog to fight over. But that doesn’t change
fifteen years. They miss you.”

Fifteen good years. She hugged her pillow
closer. “Alright.” No crying! Not yet. “When’s dinner?”

“You mean it? Oh, Mom’ll be so glad to hear
you’re coming. And,” he cleared his throat. “She also emphasized,
feel free to bring someone.”

Bring someone? Wow. Water must really be
under the bridge, then.

A little more chitchat—like old friends—and
Brooke sat staring at the receiver. She pressed the button to hang
up. A long sigh pulled out of her. Jason.

Family. She could spend Turkey Day in the
Munkle tradition of a house full of noise and banter and football.
Maybe it would be weird. Or maybe it would be wonderful.

All forgiven.

Her feet did a rapid sheet dance, then she
looked around her darkening room. Evening’s approach shoved off the
afternoon sun that woke her. Chance of snow. Even better, the
chance of her first shower in three days.

Whew, she stunk. Not that she’d spent every
day in bed. In the same pajamas, yes, but she had worked. Some of
the time. Studied, some of the time. Watched infomercials. Cried
salty tears into a tub of fudgy ice cream wondering why Elliott
hadn’t called her and what his jerkoff note meant, a lot of the
time.

She couldn’t bring herself to call.

Another wave of embarrassment crashed over
her. How could she face him on campus? What would she say? Would he
just want to walk the other way, too?

No. She stopped herself. No more.

Thursday, the Munkles would enfold her back
into their clan for another holiday. And she could bring someone.
As soon as she showered, she’d call Millie —guilt trip in hand— and
invite her.

Brooke held in her laughter, pulling the car
up to the curb.

“Are you sure about this?” Millie asked.

She’d never seen Millie fidget so much.
“Absolutely. You’ll see. There’ll be at least five other strays.
It’s tradition.”

“Is stray the official terminology, then?”
Millie scrunched up her nose. “Weird. No wonder you divorced
him.”

“It’s not weird.” Brooke exited the
vehicle and waited for Millie on the shoveled sidewalk. Soon,
Brooke should have enough nerve to tell Millie about the disastrous
night with Elliott. Or Brooke would bury the secret forever. It
could go either way. “It’s thoughtful. The party gets bigger, no
one spends the holiday alone. Jason’s mom can make pathetic
attempts to play matchmaker with strangers.”

Millie’s eyes bulged. “You’re screwing with
me. Tell me you’re screwing with me.”

Brooke’s supressed laughter tore free. “Maybe
a little.”

They crunched up the driveway where shovel
marks led a path to the front door. Tomorrow, every spare inch of
the navy and gray suburbia cutout would wink with Christmas lights.
“If you think I can face these people alone, Millie, you’re dead
wrong.”

“Why, because they’re weird?”

Brooke rang the bell. “I swear. They’re not
weird. They’re perfectly—.”

The door swung open. Nancy Munkle, her
patchwork apron clinging for dear life, gasped at the sight of
them. “Oh my lord, look at what the cat dragged in. Brooke, just
look at you!”

“Nancy, hi,” Brooke said and returned the
shorter woman’s hug. “It’s good to see you.”

“Come in, come in. Everyone’s here.” Nancy
rushed their coats off, introduced herself to Millie then herded
them to the living room. A football game roared in the background.
Curious faces turned their way. Brooke smiled, her nerves
tightening. Where was Jason? Ex or not, he anchored her to this
family. She needed him near.

No such luck. A round of hellos and
introductions later, Brooke took Millie on a small tour of the
north Sparks home. Millie tugged her sleeve. “Do I have to remember
all their names?”

Though Jason’s vacancy seemed to burn at her
side, she wasn’t alone here. She had Millie. “No,” Brooke said.
“Just remember Nancy.”

“Haleh-freakin-lujah. Now, where’s the booze
and the other strays?”

Brooke picked one of the three naked
artificial trees as their stand post, wine in hands, near the back
door.

“What I wouldn’t give for a cigarette,”
Millie grumbled. She peered out at the back porch.

“You smoke?”

“Not really. A lifetime ago I did but it
seems like a good habit to pick back up sometimes.”

A couple drags would do wonders for Brooke’s
nerves. Or make her sick. Seeing Jason would calm Brooke down.
Maybe that was what she was so worried about. Him not showing.
Nancy had said everyone was here. Yet, no Jason.

“Alright,” Millie said. “Give me the dirt on
all these charming folks before someone comes over to try and make
us feel included. Start with the brunette in there. The one who
needs to catch a Botox Anonymous meeting.”

“Rhonda Patron. Jason’s youngest brother’s
second wife.” Dirt? Hmmm. Outside of the total lack of facial
expression, Brooke wasn’t sure she had any dirt on Rhonda. “She’s
actually really nice. Drake’s first wife was a nightmare. Cheated
on him, had a baby that wasn’t his but swore it was. Really bad.
Poor Nancy was crushed.”

“Nothing, huh? Boring.” Millie wrinkled her
nose. “How about Nancy? Betty Crocker or Mommy Dearest?”

Brooke shook her head, amused. Millie was too
much. Jaded didn’t cover it. “No. She’s totally genuine. When Jason
and I first dated, I used to end up crying every time we left their
house. She was so affectionate and sweet and giving. My own mother
isn’t even that nurturing.”

A lump formed in her throat. Brooke had
missed them. All of them.

“I don’t buy it. Every family has skeletons.
You just see everything through rose colored glasses.”

“Maybe.” Brooke shrugged, scanning for Jason
again. “My own family definitely has its share of dirty laundry.
Unwed teen mom for a sister. Workaholic dad. But, far as I can
tell, other than a couple broken hearts mended, this family is
pretty normal.”

Millie rotated her wine glass again.
“Weird.”

“Yeah,” Brooke said. “But in a really good
way.” She peered around into the kitchen. When she’d seen him at
the mall he’d looked startled. Unnerved. Would he look happy
now?

A deep chuckle echoed from the kitchen. Nancy
greeting someone.

A lot could happen in two weeks. Had it only
been two? Seemed like she’d known Elliott longer. Elliott.
His name blanketed her mind. His face, the shadow of stubble along
his chin, the evening sky through the window behind him. He’d
looked at her like she was the only thing he’d ever known, ever
wanted. She’d felt precious.

“Hey, what is he doing here?” Accusation
laced Millie’s voice. Her fingers stopped twisting up a tendril and
she nudged Brooke. “Isn’t that the dude from the mall?”

Before Brooke looked she knew, deep down in
her core. Millie meant Elliott. He was here? She couldn’t move. Her
gaze held to Millie’s face and watched her react instead. Millie’s
eyes narrowed, her jaw flexed, anger flashed in her eyes. Anger?
No, that didn’t make sense. Brooke was probably projecting her own
fears.

“Elliott’s here?” she said.

“Yep. That’s him alright,” Millie said then
mumbled something Brooke couldn’t hear above the roar in her veins.
Millie downed her chardonnay. “I need to call AJ. Where’s the
bathroom?”

Brooke gladly led the way to the restroom,
almost asked if she could come in, too. But a rational part of her
remembered that Millie’s boyfriend, AJ, though working, was giving
up his girlfriend for the holiday to Brooke, who he’d only met
twice. And, most importantly, he hadn’t pitched a fit about it.
Thankfully, thinking of AJ may have prevented Millie from noticing
Brooke’s panic. If Brooke was going to spill her guts, it would not
be now, not like this.

“Find out if AJ can come over,” Brooke
blurted out as Millie shut the door.

She stayed in the short hallway to wait. What
if AJ’d gotten out of work early? Nancy wouldn’t mind. Oh, but what
if he wanted Millie to leave? No. Millie couldn’t leave her. What
good would AJ joining them do, though? Make her feel less stark
naked amid her ex-family? She’d still have to face Elliott.

Maybe she could leave out a window.

Her night with Elliott would definitely go
down as her least favorite mistake. Stupid song. Blowing her
nose on that note and flushing it had felt so good at the time, but
now? She should have saved it to throw in his face, along with a
cold drink.

Brooke stared at the door, willing Millie to
hurry.

Millie would help her leave. They could use
AJ as an excuse. Well, so long as Nancy didn’t force them to call
him so she could make him comfortable enough to come over. She’d
witnessed the woman in action. Once she’d snared a guest, only two
helpings and a finished dessert would free them. And only after
dark.

Brooke couldn’t think straight. What should
she do? Face him? And what was taking Millie so long? Brooke lifted
her fist to knock but a male voice carried down the hall, killing
her knock mid-air. Someone was coming. What if it was him?

Brooke glanced to her left. The guest bedroom
was her only chance. She ducked inside and backed into the shadows.
The bed was piled high with coats, the armchair with purses. The
shush of jeans and pat of footsteps chorused her thumping
heart.

Of all the homes to be in today, how had
Elliott found his way into this one? She hadn’t lied about Nancy’s
penchant for strays. The woman’s childhood in foster care inspired
her, and she made it known bringing a friend got you special
treatment on all holidays. Her approval was addictive. But who
could have brought him? Why was he alone on Thanksgiving, anyway?
Didn’t he have a home to go to? Some mom somewhere itching to do
his college laundry?

The bathroom door opened. “Broo—oh, uh,
excuse me.” Man, Millie could sound superior when she wanted
to.

Footsteps down the hallway—Millie’s?—leaving.
Brooke swallowed, willing the door to close again so she could
follow. Getting separated meant certain death by gross humiliation.
If she ran into Elliott without Millie at her side, who knew what
she would say. Or do.

No closed door. No footsteps either. Just the
hush of the toilet refilling its tank.

Brooke let her held breath leak out. She
rubbed her palms against her slacks. She couldn’t risk Millie
getting far.

A voice hissed outside the door. “Jason! You
scared me.”

“Mmmm. Did I?” Jason said low. Brooke covered
her mouth. She slid down to a crouch on the floor.

Wet sounding smooching noises.

Her heart thumped louder. Jason brought a
date? Why wouldn’t he have warned her? Oh, wait. Maybe he had. Was
telling her to bring someone his way of playing fair?

She didn’t want to know. She wanted
him—them—to go back to the party and leave her to…what? Find
Millie. Avoid Elliott.

Heavy breathing, more kissing, the rustle of
clothing drowned out the noise in her veins. Tears stung in her
eyes. She hated them. Crying was the last thing she needed. Hell,
she shouldn’t have any tears left.

Please, just let them go away. Make them
go away. She didn’t want to be found like this. Not by Jason.
Not when she’d been so excited to see him again. Memories she’d dug
up and dusted off, of their marriage’s good parts, swelled inside
her. She’d let herself miss him for the first time. Had he missed
her, though? No. He was in love again. She’d thought his happy
voice had been for her. An olive branch. A truce.

She should have known better.

The kissing stopped. “No. Not here.” Hope
filled the whisper. “What if someone sees us?”

“Let them,” Jason said this, his voice level.
“I’m not ashamed.”

Another kiss. Ashamed of what?

Hushed. “I know. But, not like this. Please?”
Spoken so quiet.

“Okay. But, can you feel what you do to me?”
Ew. Longer kisses. “I’ll meet you out there,” Jason said.

Brooke wiped her face. She righted herself,
ready to come out of the shadows. She wanted to confront Jason, to
stab a finger in his chest and demand an explanation. He’d set her
up. But, she knew better. Then it hit her. What if Jason had
invited Elliott?

The bathroom door closed. Whoever else was
there left. Quiet.

“Get a hold of yourself, Brooke,” she
whispered. “You’re better than this.”

Jason finding love didn’t mean anything. How
could it? He didn’t get the right to turn her world upside down
anymore. Not that he did much turning before.

She felt better telling herself so, too. Good
enough to suck it up and locate Millie, Elliott be damned. She’d
just play it cool. Act like nothing, not a kiss, not a touch, not
even a sneeze, had passed between them. He didn’t deserve to see
how hard she’d taken his rejection. No one ever had to know.

To think, she’d actually hoped he’d call,
change his mind. Who cared, though? Right? Her eyes pinched against
the hallway light. The fact that she’d almost cried like a
teen-aged girl over her ex certainly didn’t help. She straightened
her shoulders. She’d blame allergies.

Right.

Forget him, remember? Still her mind begged,
why? Had he been insulted? Had he seen her wedding photo and
thought the wrong thing? Should have hidden the stupid picture.
Shouldn’t have it out in the first place except seeing it every day
motivated her to never, ever settle again.

She strode down the hall. Forget him? She’d
forget the entire night—the entire span of ever seeing those damned
blue eyes. It would be wiped from her brain. Clean slate.

As soon as she figured out how. Flushing that
note had been a good choice. An excellent decision. Just like
giving Elliott a good blow off now would be. If he dared to think
he could talk to her. They might be her ex-family, but they’d back
her over a stray any day—not that she’d reveal the truth.

Still. Good to remember.

Brooke rounded the hallway corner and, thank
God, spotted Millie.







Chapter Thirteen

“He left five minutes ago,” Millie said as
Brooke joined her back at the tree.

“He did?” Brooke’s stomach jumped. “He’s
gone?”

“Yep.” Millie’s gaze bobbed from her to other
guests milling around. “I gave him directions but you may need to
clarify for him. I’m geographically challenged.”

“For AJ? You mean AJ left five minutes ago?”
Not Elliott. How would Millie know she wanted to run and hide at
all, let alone from whom? “Sure, I can tell him how to get here. Do
you want me to call now?”

Millie chewed her lip. “Yeah. Just in case.
Here, let’s go outside.”

The cold air fingered through Brooke’s hair,
soothed her hot neck. The holiday din evaporated as she shut the
glass door behind them. Millie handed her phone over and Brooke
upgraded AJ’s directions. He was a few blocks away. She thanked him
four times. Probably too many, she knew. Couldn’t help it,
though.

She hung up. “Where ever did you find him,
Millie? How cool of him to come over and spend Thanksgiving with a
house full of strangers for his girlfriend’s friend.”

Millie clapped her hands and rubbed them
together. “Yep. He’s the best.”

“Thank you for staying, too. For not ditching
me. I’m sure AJ would be better company today.”

“No big deal. So, when do I get to officially
meet Jason?”

“You met him,” Brooke said, hardly hiding the
nervous giggle in her throat. She had introduced them, hadn’t she?
Or had she stood there gaping at Elliott like a starved animal? “At
the mall. After my makeover.”

“Brooke,” Millie said pointedly. “Yeah, I got
his name. I meant, when do I get to know him, meet him? He did
invite you to his family’s home on Thanksgiving.”

Brooke tucked her hair back. “His mom wanted
me here. Nancy likes having big get togethers. And we’re friends
still.”

“Friends or not, you two are divorced. Don’t
tell me he doesn’t have something on the agenda.” Millie sounded
rather pleased, too.

“Well, if he does, it isn’t about me. In
fact, he brought someone home to meet the family.” There. She’d
said it. No choking up at all, either. “I think he’s in love.”

“What? No. That’s impossible!” Millie threw
her hands up. “Jason can’t be in love. Why would he invite you if
he was in love?”

“Uh, yeah. He can. He is.” Had Millie thought
this was some sort of a date? “I overheard him in the hallway after
you left the bathroom. He was kissing someone. I guess inviting me
here is his idea of a truce or…I don’t know.”

“You saw him?” Millie scowled to the sky.

“I heard him.” How could she not overhear?
Jason couldn’t whisper to save his life. “I’m sure he’ll be
introducing her as soon as he sees us.”

“When? After I left the bathroom? But, where
were you?”

“I was in the bedroom, hid…,” she said, then
paused. She didn’t want to tell Millie about Elliott. “To find my
purse for some Chapstick. My lips are so dry from the wine.”

“Stop licking them so much and they won’t get
dry,” Millie snapped and began massaging her temples.

“It doesn’t really matter if Jason was
kissing someone. I mean, we’re not together.”

Millie stared at her. “You’re not upset about
it?”

“A little, I guess. No, a lot. I wish he’d
told me first is all. I feel set up.”

“You know what? I just need AJ here.
Everything will be fine just as soon as he gets here.”

Oh no. Millie was regretting this whole
thing, wasn’t she? Brooke couldn’t ask. Imagining facing Nancy made
her belly squirm. Brooke tried to sound chipper. “We can go wait
for him around front if you want.”

She pointed to the side gate too late.
Millie’d already gone in the door. Whatever aggravated Millie had
her marching. Brooke caught up, keeping her eyes forward lest she
spot Elliott. She’d rather be stuck in an elevator with Jason’s new
love than anywhere near Elliott right now.

Millie exited the front door soon. Brooke was
only a few paces behind. Doing well. Almost there. Could they just
get back in the car and drive away? How furious could Nancy get?
She reached for the knob.

“Brooke?”

Simultaneously, her hand melted and froze on
the knob. That voice. Lovely and deep and sexy. So close behind
her. Tentative. Slowly, she faced him. “Hi, Elliott.”

Time tilted. His blue eyes glittered with
hope and seemed to see right into her soul.

“I knew it was you,” he said. “I saw you from
the living room. Your back, actually. I thought, no way is that
her. But it is. You’re here.”

Her knees went a little watery. How could he
look at her with such hopeful eyes? Didn’t he remember what he’d
said to her?

“Yep. It’s me,” she said, her hand
involuntarily slapping her thigh. “Here. Thanksgiving. Family. All
that. Jason and I…we, uh….”

“You look amazing,” Elliott interrupted
before his brain could fit a muzzle. “Really just amazing.” The
willowy way she walked, her neckline, her mouth. The second he’d
seen her, he’d known. Unmistakable.

“Um, you too.” She blushed and looked
away.

That very morning, again, the urge to call
her pounded his head and he’d resisted. What if she’d be there?
Nah, he’d decided. Not today. Her at her ex’s mom’s place?
Unlikely. Probably the last place she’d spend a holiday. Maybe
tomorrow. Don’t rush. Wait until tomorrow. His pulse had picked up.
Who knew what kind of fool you’ll make of yourself if you see
her?

And now, here was, doing exactly that. Say
something, idiot! Elliott unclenched his sweaty fists. “When
did you get here?”

“A while ago.” Brooke kept her gaze on his
chin. “You?”

He wouldn’t have come at all, but Gordon had
begged, bribed and threatened. Couldn’t meet the family alone. Not
the very day Jason would come out of the proverbial, suburban
sized, closet. He had to be there for Gordon. He always had been
for him. “A while ago.”

Plus, Gordon swore they wouldn’t be the only
stragglers. Tradition.

Apparently exes were tradition, too.

Get it together! He shouldn’t be so
giddy to see her. Not right there for her to see anyways. He was no
good at playing it cool, though. Screw it. Why bother trying when
all he wanted was to breathe her in. “I’ve been meaning to call
you. I had some things come up.”

Brooke nodded, her lips parted but she didn’t
speak.

Had she already noticed him? Probably. And
she hadn’t sought him out. Hot disappointment flushed his body. His
inner machismo yelled, “Leave now, jackoff! She’s avoiding
you!” His feet wouldn’t budge. Things. Like fear of what she
did to him, of what might happen next. “Did you get my note?”

Her gaze sharpened. She crossed her arms.
“Yes. I got it.”

“But it wasn’t enough. Right. Well, I guess
you have two reasons to be pretty angry with me right now.” He
raked a hand through his hair. “Would it help if I swore to you I’m
really bad with words?”

Her gaze crashed up to his. “You’re bad with
words?”

He nodded, rubbing his neck. “Really
bad.”

“Let me get this straight. You’re a history
professor’s assistant, assigned to grade other’s writing, but you
happen to be a terrible writer yourself?”

Alarms went off inside his head. “When it
comes to things like this, yeah. Terrible.” Clearly, that wasn’t
excuse enough. What else could he have written? A lot. Except, the
more he wrote, the less she was likely to be able to actually read.
“I didn’t exactly have a computer handy. And I’m a history student.
Not an editor. Or a writer.” Especially of love notes.

Forgive me had seemed to encompass
everything he’d needed to say at the time. It had sounded
gentlemanly. A little poetic, even. This was not how he’d
envisioned their first talk. Correction. Not love. Don’t go and say
love of all things. Within a blink, she’ll go from mad to running
scared.

“Well, I suppose you have one thing down.”
Her arms wound tighter around her chest. “Concision.”

He itched to tug her arms apart and bring
them around him. He winced. “Short and sweet?”

“Short, yes. Sweet? Not a chance.”

Brooke turned to leave. The door smacked her
square in the face. With a screech, she fell backwards and into his
arms.

Her friend from the Book Exchange and the
mall—Millie, was it?—barreled in. “Oh no! Brooke?”

Millie scooped Brooke out of Elliott’s hold
and lowered her to the floor. She pinned him with an icy enough
look, he assumed she shared Brooke’s low opinion of him. Girls
talk. Great.

“Do something,” Millie ordered.

He let go and strode to the kitchen. Mrs.
Munkle was pulling the turkey out of the lower oven. She met him
with wide eyes as he explained. Turkey settled, Nancy stuffed a
towel full of ice and scurried after him.

Brooke lay against Millie, covering her nose
and moaning. Crimson red blood seeped between her fingers, oozing
down. Dripping everywhere. Elliott wobbled. The room tipped. A gag
curled inside his mouth. Not now! He struggled to squat down
and hand the towel over. Not in front of Brooke. His dad’s
favorite joke echoed in his head. “He’ll never be a doctor. Not
a nurse either. (hearty chuckle) Better hope you can talk a candy
striper into marrying you, son. You’ll need…,” the blurring
room swallowed him up.

Millie could scream. “He did not just pass
out, did he?” If this day got any worse—how, she didn’t know—she
would shred the rose wallpaper with her stubby nails.

“Oh dear, I think he did.” Nancy wrung her
hands and stared at AJ who barely hid gut busting laughter.

Brooke was staring switchblades at her. A
timer in the kitchen bleated over and over again. And they all
lived happily ever after.

“Hi there,” Nancy said, a little giggly
herself.

Crap.

“AJ, meet Nancy. Nancy, this is AJ.” She
almost forgot. “My boyfriend. Brooke said one more stray was
okay.”

“Oh, yes, yes, yes. Of course. Welcome, AJ.”
The woman’s poor cheeks splotched like the fourth of July.
“Wonderful to meet you. Now, could you be a dear and help me with
this one?”

With a nod, AJ came around Millie and dragged
Elliott to the living room. One Nancy shriek and a few crowd
bellows later, AJ returned to do the same for Brooke. Except, he
carried her.

Millie wished AJ could drag her away, too.
What a mess. What was Brooke doing talking to Elliott? After hours
of recognizance, Millie’d been certain Brooke hadn’t seen the guy
in days, and only had the one brief encounter. Had Brooke known
he’d be here? No. Couldn’t be. She’d blanched ghost white when
she’d seen Elliott.

She had to stay calm. She needed to
think.

If only Brooke had revealed what had
happened between them. Something definitely happened. But, Brooke
wasn’t friggin’ talking. Millie had to maintain the proximity
factor with Jason, not Elliott. And who in the hell was Jason
kissing?

Surely, Elliott hadn’t made the impact Millie
feared. Brooke had gotten upset about the kiss after all. Excellent
progress. If Millie could have just kept Elliott and Brooke apart
five more stupid minutes.

Too late now.

She had to keep cool. Attend to matters at
hand. “Mrs. Munkle, can you—.”

“Nancy,” Mrs. Munkle interrupted. “Call me
Nancy, dear.”

Jesus. “Nancy, can you help me get Brooke
cleaned up? I’m sure one of these fine male specimens can tend to
the turkey, maybe turn that timer off?”

“Oh yes, of course. Jason, could you be a
dear?” Nancy said, hands aflutter.

Millie swore, one more “dear” out of the
woman, she might end the holiday in the clink instead of at home
mulling over her notes.

She helped Brooke walk, thinking fast. What
went wrong and how? Okay. They’d not only seen each other, they’d
talked. If they kept seeing each other, a one night stand risked
becoming much more. Worse, Brooke had been injured. Elliott
attempted to play hero and now he’d gone and passed the F out and
Brooke might get a dose of Florence Nightingale syndrome. Great. If
Elliott turning up sent Brooke back into his arms, well, she’d have
to do something drastic.

In the bathroom, Millie sat Brooke onto the
toilet lid. Nancy soon left to get Brooke a new blouse as Millie
dabbed at the blood with a wet cloth.

“How bad is it?” Brooke asked.

“You’re going to have two black eyes.”
Millie’s mind pounded with guilt over what happened. This was her
fault. She’d been distracted and didn’t make sure Brooke followed
her out. “I am afraid it may be broken.”

“Fabulous.” Brooke teared up. “That’s all I
need right now. To look like someone kicked my ass.” She laughed.
It didn’t sound sincere. “Actually, this fits perfectly. I feel
beat up, why not look it, too?”

That was one hot statement to pounce on.

“Whoa. Hey, I know Jason bringing someone
home to meet mom is hard.” Man, oh man, did she ever. Maybe AJ
could work some mojo on Jason and Brooke despite this door to the
face fiasco. “It’s gotta be hard. You two had to be very much in
love to last so long.”

As far as Millie could calculate, whoever had
Jason sprung up must be new on the scene. His file showed zero
signs of an affair. If she played this new love twist right, maybe
it would help, not hurt. Brooke had definitely come back out
red-eyed.

Brooke moaned.

“Try not to move.”

“Sorry. I’m new at having my face bashed in.”
A tear slid down Brooke’s cheek.

“No, I’m sorry,” Millie said. “This is all my
fault. I should have been watching where I was going.”

“No, I shouldn’t have been standing there
like a big mumbling dummy.”

Nancy came back in. “Brooke, dear. I don’t
have much but this should fit, and if I’m right, the color will
really bring out the green in your eyes.” Nancy billowed a frilled,
multi-colored shirt open, beaming.

Millie turned to hide her gag. How in the
world could that God-awful shirt bring out anyone’s eyes? The
pattern looked like sofa roadkill. Not even Elliott could find
Brooke hot in... hmmm. Nice. The shirt might actually help. Three
points to Nancy. Good form.

Millie smiled, ignoring Brooke’s pleading
look in those blackening eyes.

“I can’t remember this much excitement on
Thanksgiving since the year my water broke with Walter.” Nancy’s
joy chimed in her voice. She hummed and fussed around the small
pine scented space. “Oh, what a glorious day that was. My own
little holiday miracle.”

Was this woman for real? Millie didn’t know
moms like her really existed outside of the Brady Bunch. Nancy made
Carol Brady look like the Wicked Witch.

“But don’t you worry, Brooke,” Nancy said.
“We’ll get you fixed up then we’ll eat and have dessert. And we’ll
all have a good laugh. You’ll see. Jason will take good, good care
of you.” Her hand went to her mouth but the gasp snuck by. “Oh
dear, listen to me ramble. You know we’ll take care of you, Jason
or not, don’t you. I didn’t mean anything by that, Brooke.”

“I know you didn’t, Nancy.” Brooke clasped
the older woman’s hand.

Nancy looked about to cry, too.

Brooke’s make-up was officially shot. Good.
Jason would see her, want to rescue her. Nancy was clearly an ally.
Millie figured they’d go out, Elliott would feel stupid for
fainting, asinine for chasing a woman twice his age who clearly
belonged elsewhere. Nowhere near Brooke. He didn’t belong in this
world. He belonged at a keg party. “It’s definitely a story,”
Millie injected.

She wondered what he’d said to Brooke before
Millie opened that door. Forget it. Better to assume the worst. A
date. A second encounter. For the hundredth time she wished she had
already learned AJ’s talent. All this would be far easier if she
could witness love chemicals in the air like he did.

“I’m not going to say I haven’t hoped,” Nancy
continued. Millie’s neck tightened but her ears perked up. “I have,
Brooke. You and Jason were meant for each other. I’ve always said
so.”

“Oh, Nancy.” Brooke hugged the older
woman.

Nancy’s dam broke. She began to cry in
earnest. Millie stepped back. This was getting far too emotional
for comfort, regardless of how much it might help.

“When I asked Jason to invite you, well, I
admit it. I did have ulterior motives. I hoped if you two got a
chance to get some time apart…to think… to miss each other. Then if
you came back grown and matured. You’d both see.”

Millie stifled a gasp.

Brooke’s tears looked to have dried up. “Oh,
Nancy. I’m so sorry. I do miss you all. More than you can know. And
I have missed Jason. How could I not? He was my best friend for
fifteen years.” No, wait, tears on. “I didn’t just lose my husband.
I lost my best friend.”

“Well.” Nancy wiped her face. Her tone
changed. “Actually, you didn’t lose him, dear. Let’s not forget. He
lost you. We all did. You left him, remember?”

Brooke’s intake of air hissed in the sudden
shocked silence. Millie braced herself, unable to look away.

Brooke got to her feet. “Actually, I do
remember, Nancy. I remember being stuck in a farce of a marriage.”
She stabbed the air with her finger. “If only he’d been cheating on
me. That would have made sense.” She yanked off her bloodied blouse
and took Nancy’s, shoving her head through, impressively avoiding
her swollen face. “Cheating, somehow, would have been easier.
Something to point to and say, see? I’m not crazy. We don’t work.
But he didn’t cheat on me. You raised him better than that.”

Nancy’s hands clasped over her chest. “I will
not fight with you, Brooke. I know, I shouldn’t have said a word.”
She looked stricken. “I promised myself I wouldn’t and so, you’ll
just have to ignore my big butinski nose. When you have kids of
your own one day, you’ll understand.”

“When I what?” Brooke’s hands flew to her
hips. Nancy’s mouth made like a fish but no words came out. Before
Brooke asked her question again, Nancy promptly left the room. The
door swung open where she’d stood, the noise of football filtered
through to them.

Millie realized her hands were holding up
thin air and the bloody towel. She put them behind her. “What the
hell was that all about?”

“That, Millie, was classic Nancy Munkle,
mistress of passive aggression.” Brooke faced the mirror and
blanched at her reflection. Gingerly, she touched her nose. “Kids!
I can’t believe she has the gall to bring up kids.”

“Touchy subject?”

“I’m thirty-seven, Millie. Tick-tock,
tick-tock. Nancy used to stalk Jason over when we were going to
start a family. It got so bad, he yelled at her over dinner
once.”

Millie shrugged. Not so bad. Lots of families
yelled. This uber repressed one could, too.

“In public.”

Oh. “I see.” Kind of. “You two didn’t want
kids?”

“I don’t know, Millie.” Brooke sat on the
sink’s edge. “Looking back now, I think I did want kids. I mean do,
I still want kids. If that’s even possible. Maybe I just didn’t
want kids with him.”

Yikes. Millie had to hit reverse fast. This
dark alley was not where she wanted to go. She plucked Brooke’s
couch patterned sleeve. “Remind me to ask Nancy where she finds
such interesting fashion.”

Brooke smiled, relief showing in her puffy
eyes. “Don’t be jealous. You too can pass for furniture. Just be
lucky enough to get on her Christmas list. I’d give it one more
conversation and she’ll be asking your size.”

“Don’t jinx me.” Seeing the Brooke she knew
and loved returning, Millie’s hopes flounced back to life. No more
of the watery eyed poor me girl from a moment ago. “I don’t mean to
be dense here, but, are we getting the hell out of here now?”







Chapter Fourteen

Elliott doubted a more emasculating reaction
to an injured woman existed. Running, flailing his arms, screaming
like a little girl wouldn’t be as embarrassing. He’d actually
fainted. And a table full of witnesses took turns making certain he
knew. Brooke’s opinion of him must be really skyrocketing.

First, he chickens out of calling her, then
before he can undo the damage, bam. To the floor. At least he still
had some appetite left because Nancy had insisted he stay and
eat.

Stay? Absolutely. So long as Brooke was still
there, every man present, and he counted eleven, couldn’t drag him
away. Well, unless one of them started bleeding.

Brooke had nearly gotten away before dinner,
too. Thankfully, Nancy nixed that idea fast. Her friend, Millie,
was fuming over it, too.

“Now, Elliott, tell me,” Nancy said between
forkfuls. “Where is your family this holiday?”

Elliott considered the question a moment.
Should he lie? Give her the polite but vague answer? No one here
knew him except Gordon. Sure, Gordon was hoping for a future among
them but by the looks of things, that red box wasn’t getting opened
today. “My brothers both had to work today,” Elliott said. “My
father is currently incarcerated and my mom passed away six years
ago.”

Nancy covered her gasp with her napkin,
probably preventing her food from launching out, too. “Oh, you
poor, poor dear,” she said then visibly swallowed. “Well, let me
say I am so sorry for your loss and that you are welcome in my home
any holiday. Your brothers, too. Must be difficult, being separated
like you are during the holidays.”

A couple of throats cleared. Stilled forks
began resuming on plates. Elliott didn’t mind. He couldn’t blame
people for not knowing how to react.

“It can be,” he said. “It’s hard on my dad.
But the three of us will get to see him tomorrow. We’ll have some
turkey, some pumpkin pie.”

Of all the opinions rapidly forming in the
room, he only cared about Brooke’s. He chanced a glance her way.
Her head was down. But she was listening. He could see it in the
slower way she moved. Softer than before. “We do the best we can,”
he said, wishing she’d look at him.

“What’s your dad in for?” Millie asked.

Elliott moved his gaze to her. Animosity
glared back at him. If he’d wondered if Brooke told her, now he
knew. “Armed robbery,” he answered, not intimidated. “Two more
years and he’s eligible for parole.”

An “oh my”, a snort, a cough, more nods
invaded the silence. Brooke rotated her fork, again and again. She
had to want to look his way. Who wouldn’t? In turns, he felt every
pair of eyes in the room take his measure. Was he lying? Was he a
criminal like his father?

“He’ll be welcome here, too, when he gets
out, Elliott,” Nancy said. “I’d love to meet a man who obviously
did a fine job in life if he got a son like you out of it.”

She’d had known him all of three hours, but
Elliott believed her. She didn’t welcome people because it was her
Christian duty. She wasn’t naively looking the other way. Simple
faith in people. Rare, but true in her case.

“Now Gordon, you’re Elliott’s cousin
paternally or maternally?” Nancy asked.

His cousin shifted in his seat. “Maternally.
Our mother’s were—are—sisters.”

Jason’s coming out announcement, which Gordon
had called Elliott incessantly about for a week, looked to be
canceled. Instead of less, Gordon seemed more agitated, though.
Elliott imagined he should be.

Elliott needed Gordon to relax. Getting up
and storming out would only put Jason on the spot. And leaving now
just wasn’t a consideration. Not with this much damage control
ahead of Elliott. He didn’t miss Brooke’s friend’s constant watch
checking. She and her newly arrived boyfriend kept exchanging
subtle looks and head shakes.

First opportunity, Millie’d be dragging
Brooke away from him. Out of his life. Brooke leaving might not be
as final as forever, but it felt possible. He should have called
her. He knew that. A short note was no way to leave her for five
days. He knew better. Tell that to the knots tied up inside him. He
had hoped in taking a few days, he’d unravel them. They’d only
tightened and tangled.

Not enough to stop him from approaching her
today, though. She drew him right back in, alluring and mysterious.
Despite how foreign his reaction felt.

Just looking at her sitting three chairs away
made the room fade. The line of her jaw lured his attention. The
light against her skin. Glowing warmth beneath cool aloofness.
Jesus. What had he sunken into? How could she make it so hard to
breathe?

“Speaking of sisters,” Nancy said, pulling
Elliott’s attention back. “Jason, have you spoken with your Aunt
Sheila recently?”

Like a spell broken, everyone sagged a bit
and fell into conversation. Small talk and chit chat, the focus off
of him. Elliott hadn’t realized the mention of his mother had
caused such a silence until it dissipated. He peered at Brooke. She
chewed. Her nostrils flared. Her fork trembled in her hand.

Because of him? Did she feel what he did? The
invisible tug?

Look at me. One glance. One tiny peek my
way.

How could he get her alone? What could he say
to erase the last five days once he did?

“I forgot to tell you, Elliott,” Gordon said,
ire lacing his tone. “You owe me much bigger than you let on.”

He looked at Gordon. “What do you mean?”

“Michelle? The favor?”

“Oh that.” He’d given Gordon’s number to
Michelle, for the car help. “How’d it go?” He might have thrown his
cousin under the bus on that one. He deserved it after what he’d
pulled at the mall and all his damned phone calls this week.
Elliott couldn’t help grinning. “Did you two hit it off?”

Gordon huffed. “She thinks we did. She must
be some kind of hung up on you to be trying to use me to make you
jealous.”

Elliott laughed out loud. “What did she
do?”

“More like, what didn’t she do? Everything
except rape.”

If the body language was any indicator, their
table neighbors were catching the conversation. No biggie. In fact,
Brooke overhearing might aid the cause. “Michelle’s a little
obsessed.”

“Yeah, to say the least.” Gordon’s voice rose
with his emphasis. He began including everyone in on the story.
“First, this girl uses me to get her car looked at for practically
nothing, then she grills me about Elliott. Your childhood, your
family, the works.” He paused to drink his wine.


“Sorry. I should have warned you.”

“Yes, you should have. She even started
throwing herself at me. Can you believe that? She was like a
groupie trying to get a back stage pass.”

Elliott chuckled again. Nice. If he’d had
doubts over his instincts about Michelle, he didn’t any longer.
“How’d you manage to peel her off of you?”

By now, Jason had perked up. “Peel who off
you?” Jealousy hinted in his tone.

Good. The guy deserved it. Putting Gordon
through hell all week than backing out on announcing their
relationship an hour before lift off was not cool. The more Elliott
knew about Jason, the less he liked him. Gordon wasn’t as
indifferent as most mistook him for. He tended to fall hard and hid
his true heart.

“One of Elliott’s girls,” Gordon said,
emphasis on Elliott.

From the end of the table, Brooke’s fork
clattered. Great. He needed Gordon turning this around like he
needed a hole in the head. Could he interrupt and back-pedal? How
about a complete do-over instead? He’d wanted her brought up, not
thrown in his face. “Hey, hold up. I don’t have any girls. Michelle
and I aren’t an item. We never have been.”

“That’s not what she hopes,” Gordon said.

Clearly, his cousin was using this to
purchase some reassurance for his new beau. One problem. Gordon
couldn’t possibly know how expensive his gift was for Elliott.
Brooke had enough reason to stay away.

Elliott sent a hard look Gordon’s way. “Oh,
she probably has her hopes up for a lot. Sadly, she’ll be
disappointed.” Unfortunately, Gordon’s eyes were on Jason.

“What’s wrong with her?” Jason said, his tone
suspicious.

“Well, for starters, she’s too young,” he
said evenly.

“How young is too young?” Jason said.

“That’s relative, I suppose.” Elliott fought
to keep his gaze on Jason. Not on Brooke, where it wanted to go.
“For me it’s twenty, twenty-one. There’s more to it than that,
though. She’s isn’t what I’d call mature for her age.”

Gordon patted him on the back. “Ah, that’s
too bad. Poor girl is head over heels for you, my friend.”

This was not helping. Elliott shut his mouth.
If Gordon kept up, Elliot’d be buried. “I think I might be head
over heels for this food, Mrs. Munkle. If I eat another bite, I’m
going to explode.”

“Aw, you,” she said. “Didn’t I tell you to
call me Nancy. And thank you. Save room for dessert, everyone.”

Murmurs and groans weren’t getting anyone out
of dessert and, as the table cleared, Elliott let himself search
her out. He didn’t have a lot of time. Her friend had one foot out
the door.

How could he get Brooke alone?

In those seconds before the door had opened,
as she’d turned away, he’d been about to say something. To tell
her, what exactly, he didn’t know. Something. He’d have hooked her
back in. Somehow.

Brooke rose. Millie touched her elbow and
leaned in to whisper. Probably insisting they leave. As if Millie
sensed him watching, she pinned Elliott with a glare. The don’t you
dare kind found in female breeds worldwide. Protection in
numbers.

He had to try, warning, rejection or not.

He couldn’t risk never seeing her again.
Sure, he could call. Except, she wouldn’t answer. Or call back. She
might even drop out of class, worse, out of school, just to never
see him again.

He had hurt her. He was beginning to fathom
just how much.

He’d have to untie his Brooke knots later.
Elliott went to her. Millie’s boyfriend stood his ground but didn’t
look hostile. Chances were the guy didn’t know who Elliott was or
the situation yet. Millie knew, though. Probably every last
face-between-the-legs detail from that night. Heat flashed over his
skin.

Millie’d probably picked up the pieces he’d
left, the ones he’d let himself believe a simple note would
prevent. Foolish. Dwelling on past mistakes wouldn’t get him what
he needed.

He touched Brooke’s elbow. She didn’t jerk
away. Millie stared, warning him.

“Brooke? Can I talk to you for a moment?” he
asked.

She faced him, but she didn’t meet his
eyes.

“Alone,” he directed at Millie, who
sniffed.

Brooke finally looked up. Her usual mask for
the world was gone. Vulnerable honesty, the spark that had
attracted him across a room full of strangers in the first place,
shone bright. His lungs tightened.

“We’re leaving,” she said, but her eyes
burned with fire and promise.

He opened his mouth in protest, but stopped.
Was she trying to tell him something? To wait? Until she was alone?
Elliott closed his mouth. Brooke made her goodbyes. At the door,
past Nancy’s hug, she met his gaze again. She winked.

A swell of hope rushed through him. The door
closed, but opportunity stood wide open. It took all of ten minutes
for Elliott to scarf a slice of pumpkin pie a la mode, drench Nancy
with compliments, and leave before Gordon could threaten him with
his life to stay.

No way was he staying.

Not after that look. She’d call and he’d be
ready. He’d be in his car and at her door the moment she asked.

Forty minutes later, he stepped out of a hot
shower feeling charged. Like a drunk man. He wouldn’t let fear
stall him again. He would be a man of action.

He wiped the steamy mirror, and cinched the
towel around his waist. Expectation and strategy jumbled in his
brain. Hot memory flashed there, too. Of her back arched, her head
thrown back, her mouth open. He forced himself to slow down. He
shaved. He dried his hair. Deodorant. The clock ticked. He wouldn’t
let it invade his rhythm and throw him in a spin, anxious that the
phone wouldn’t ring.

Ring, damnit.

Think about something else. Work? No.
Anything but Shope right now. Talk about a mood kill. Family.
Seeing his dad tomorrow. He hadn’t lied to Nancy. He was glad for
it, too. His dad had royally messed his life up when his mom died,
all of their lives really, but Elliott gave up grudges long ago.
His mom would want it that way.

He missed his mom. How could six years go by
so fast? Every passing day, another sunny memory of her faded. Her
scent. The softness of her skin. Her cutting humor and her big
laughter. Better place or not, he envied whoever had her now.

She’d have been the one he’d call right now.
Probably would have the night he left Brooke’s, too. She would have
known what to say, without judging him. He didn’t have anyone like
that anymore. Gordon and he weren’t close enough these days. Not
that he thought any person could ever replace his mom. It would be
nice to have someone though, to anchor him, to talk to. Not just
about women.

About life.

What was he going to do if he didn’t get this
teaching fellowship, for example? Was he wasting his time on books
and research like everyone else seemed to think? Not that Dad or
Johnnie or Cy said such a thing to his face. They didn’t have
to.

He knew what they thought by the way they
asked. He made them uncomfortable. They worried about baby brother.
How did you show a mechanic turned felon, or two air conditioning
and heating techs, what only his mom ever saw in him? Couldn’t be
done.

Or it could and he just wasn’t willing
to.

Elliott methodically swished his razor
through the water. If not the fellowship, another degree? If not
another degree, what? He’d stay in school all his life if he could.
It’d be nice to make some money doing it. His heart beat faster at
the very idea. Him. Teaching, researching, publishing.

His hand stilled in the water. The strong
soapy scent of his shaving cream clung to his skin.

He’d put a lot of years into this path. What
if they were wasted? That’s where his mom would speak up. She would
scold him. Never, she’d insist. You’ve only got one shot at life,
Elliott, her hand squeezing his. Don’t waste it wondering, what if?
The worst thing in the world is regret. Chase your dream down, grab
it by the legs, bite, kick, scream. Just get it. Because you’re
worth it. How many times had she held his chin, stared him in the
eye and spoken those words?

Steam collected on the mirror, blocking his
reflection. He pulled the sink plug and watched the foamy, speckled
water circle down.

You’re worth it.

He could forgo examining exactly how much he
wanted, but he wouldn’t lie to himself in the meantime. He didn’t
know much about Brooke. She tried hard, she hid her true self from
most of the world. And something about her spoke to deep parts of
him. If he wanted her, he had to decide.

His chest ached, sweet and low. Brooke. He
closed his eyes, let himself feel what she did to him. If she
rejected him again, it would be punishing. But, nothing ventured,
nothing gained. No guts, no glory. Just do it. Carpe diem, right?
Not a cliché in the book covered it, though.

Ring, phone, ring.

All he could do was wait. So, he did.

Four hours later, he clicked the TV off.
Several long moments, he sat in the dark. Listening. Traffic from
the freeway. The neighbor’s dog barking low. His own heartbeat, a
dull roar in his ears. A growing ache hollowed his insides out.
What else could he do to get her alone?

At last, he tossed the remote control on the
coffee table. His feet moved heavily as he strode up to his room.
He lay in bed, hands behind his head and stared at the ceiling. One
last time, he willed her, call. He didn’t want to give up,
but he had to be careful. Couldn’t just show up on her doorstep
with flowers. Start stalking her.

This wasn’t boombox outside the window time.
Not yet.

Sleep on it. Best thing to do.

He rolled over, fought to quiet his mind.
Eyes closed. Her face surfaced in his imagination. The way the
light played on her skin. Her eyes full of emotion, bared for him
to see. He couldn’t have been wrong. What he’d seen today had been
real. Had to trust her a little.

She’d call.

Probably just had one overly suspicious
friend keeping her busy. Or maybe she’d figured out her ex-husband
was gay. Gordon hadn’t been a wealth of information on Brooke since
that day at the mall, but he had sworn, no one knew. Discovering
something like that had to be hard on a woman like Brooke. On any
woman. But, particularly Brooke. She was a perfectionist at heart.
He could tell in the concise way she wrote, the contained way she
kept herself.

He nodded in the dark and adjusted his
pillow. No use trying to figure it out right now. Tomorrow he’d see
his dad. Better to focus on tomorrow, on family and what really
mattered. Maybe he would tell his dad about her.

Moxie….







Chapter Fifteen

The second Brook awoke, she sat up. Where was
she? Oh yeah. Millie’s. The sofa springs creaked beneath her. Her
eyes struggled to adjust to the sunlight filtering through the
blinds. She peeled back the afghan blanket and rubbed her face.

Shit. She was supposed to be working today.
She didn’t have to look to know, she was late for her first estate
sale. She couldn’t afford missing a sale. She needed product and it
would all be picked clean if she didn’t haul her butt in gear.

She grabbed for her cell phone. 9 a.m.! She
had to get out of here. Moving sales didn’t happen often enough in
the winter to consider skipping out. As it was, she’d need to hit
some antique shops and thrift stores this week too. Christmas
shopping had depleted her stock of treasures and it would only get
worse. Or better, if she had the right stuff.

Getting up, Brooke whip-folded the blanket
over the back of the sofa and gathered her clothes.

Peering about, she heard soft noises from the
kitchen. The music of someone making coffee? God, she hoped so. She
rushed to the bathroom. Wiping her face with one hand, she tugged
on the hot pink velour pants and jacket Millie offered her last
night. Some borrowed deodorant and a finger toothpaste scrub, and
she could face the bargain hunter world. No one at a moving sale
would care what she looked like anyhow.

Timing was crucial.

Brooke stepped out of the bathroom, ready to
scratch a note off to Millie and go. If she left now, she’d get
there by 9:30. She’d pick through everything, then head to Save You
Thrift on the way back. Maybe she could hit St. Vincent’s on
4th Street, too.

Millie stepped in her path, blessed coffee in
hand. “All ready to go?” she asked rather perkily.

Brooke downed a third of the cup’s contents,
nodding. “I overslept.” She left out accusing Millie for keeping
her up so late. It was her own dumb fault for not triple checking
her cell phone’s alarm. “I should have left three hours ago.”

“Uh-oh. Will it be worth going still? We
could go to breakfast.”

“I can’t.” Brooke tried to ignore how hopeful
Millie sounded. “I just hope I find some merchandise,
regardless.”

She’d already spent Thanksgiving night, plus
Friday day and night here. If Millie tried to keep her any longer,
she’d think something was definitely up. More than the “don’t be
alone for the holidays” excuse Millie pressed on her after leaving
Nancy’s.

“If not,” Brooke continued, “well, if not,
I’m screwed. I’ll either have to sacrifice a chicken to the eBay
gods or drive to Sacramento for the swap meet.” She hated the
drive. This time of year Donnor Pass always required snow tires or
chains.

Worse, it could close altogether. She
couldn’t count on Sacramento as an option.

Brooke headed for Millie’s door. Despite the
panic, she also felt good. The last two days here had given her
time to think, to get some perspective. Nothing like a day in
pajamas—borrowed or not—eating junk food and watching reruns with
her best friend to get her head straight.

“Can I come?” Millie asked, following her to
the door.

“Come with me?” To a moving sale? “You do
remember where I’m going, right?”

“Of course. It’s a yard sale thingy. Elvis
hunting.”

Brooke supposed Millie should get some credit
for correct answers, even if saying them puckered her mouth.

“I’d love the company, Millie, but I think
you’d be really bored.” A bit irritating, too. “I really have to
get going.”

“Me, bored? Are you kidding? I love Elvis.”
Millie donned her coat as she spoke. “It’ll be fun.”

This wasn’t like Millie. Brooke hid her
doubts behind another drink of coffee. When AJ had been absent all
day, Brooke hadn’t thought much of it. But she couldn’t help
noticing last night how stiffly he’d spoken to Millie.

Brooke didn’t want to pry, but maybe she
should ask Millie if everything was okay with AJ. Even perfect
couples had problems. That much she could attest to. “You can come
along, Millie, but this is work for me. If you get bored, you’ll
sort of be stuck until I’m done.”

“I won’t be bored.” She crossed her heart and
grabbed her purse. “I swear. Now, let’s go. Elvis awaits.”

Brooke set down her empty cup and picked up
her purse. If Millie wanted to come, let her come. She bit back any
more questions, namely, why was Millie attaching herself to Brooke
so much?

If she found a chance, she’d broach the AJ
topic. Until then, she led Millie to the car, put it in drive and
headed toward North McCarran Blvd. The heater blasted warm air
against her cold hands and neck. The scents of the car and the cold
mixed with Millie’s designer perfume.

Millie flipped through radio stations and
Brooke’s mind lulled. What a difference a couple days made.
Thanksgiving night, Brooke had left Nancy’s in a twist of confusion
and attraction. She’d been ready to call Elliott the second she was
alone.

In truth, she could thank Millie now for
browbeating her into staying over for girl time. Being there had
kept her from calling Elliott and begging him back into her
bed.

Elliott. Brooke never knew men came in his
flavor of sexy. He wore a sweater like a male model. She could just
see him posed in a black and white photo, his shocking blue eyes
framed by those glasses, piercing her. She wanted him all over
again.

Was he a player or a liar? She still couldn’t
say. He’d been about to explain himself when Millie came through
that door. Then at dinner, it felt like he was going to again. Her
mind screamed she shouldn’t, but she wanted to. Heartache, all
buttoned up, or not. For two days, her mind wound tighter around
Elliott’s pants.

Thankfully, now she had work to keep her
busy. Going home meant idle time. Idle time would bring her
straight back to the man she didn’t want right now. Did
want, couldn’t have. Last week’s wadded Kleenex littered everywhere
would remind her.

Brooke downshifted and approached a red
light. She glanced at Millie who chewed a thumbnail and appeared
lost in thought. At least Brooke wasn’t the only one distracted
this morning.

The light changed to green. Millie remained
quiet, eyes out the window. Brooke sighed and shifted into
gear.

Thankfully, Millie wasn’t interrogating her
on Jason this morning. Who could Jason have been kissing? Could she
have been wrong? How had they met and on and on.

Had to be problems with AJ. Why else would
Millie be so nosy about Brooke’s failed marriage? Not to mention
the young comments about Elliott or her giggling over how he’d
passed out.

If Brooke didn’t talk about it, she wouldn’t
have to lie. Brooke couldn’t lie herself out of a wet paper bag.
Her voice got pitchy, her palms sweated, making her wipe them too
much, and she was pretty sure her eye twitched.

She glanced at Millie again, aware of the
silence. “AJ isn’t mad about Thanksgiving, is he?

“Huh? Oh, no. Not at all. He actually had
fun. Figures.”

She couldn’t tell Millie about Elliott any
more than she could prove what she overheard Jason doing. Besides,
the more she’d thought about it, the less she cared who Jason was
kissing. She and Jason were ancient history. He could kiss whomever
he wished. So could she. So had she, for that matter.

Could Millie be jealous somehow? Could she be
on a rescue mission?

Brooke didn’t need any more heroic gestures.
After that makeover, which miraculously hadn’t been a disaster,
Brooke would pass. Millie’s heart was in the right place, but her
methods left Brooke exhausted.

“Let’s go shopping!”

“Millie, I can’t. Working. Remember?”

“I meant afterwards.”

“I’m not really up for shopping. Not for fun,
anyways.” She’d kept saying she didn’t want to see Brooke hurt.
“Another time?”

“Okay.”

In their friendship, men had never been hot
topics. Neither had love. Life, family, even politics had colored
their conversations. Aside from an occasional gaga glance AJ’s way,
Millie was immune to love, wasn’t she? Brooke always liked that
about her.

Millie waved a hand in front of her. “You
okay?”

“Sorry, tired, I guess. What did you
say?”

“Where is this place?” Millie checked her
reflection in the visor mirror. “Is it much further?”

“We’re close.” Brooke checked the address
from her planner. It was a familiar neighborhood. “Two more
minutes, tops.”

If Millie was already fidgety, Brooke could
just imagine the slice of hell two hours from now would be. She
spotted the house and parked. “Speak now or forever hold all
complaints.”

“I’m not bored!” Millie blinked. “I won’t be,
either. You’ll see. We’ll have fun.”

She sounded about as convinced as Brooke
felt. “Look Millie, I don’t really know how to ask you this. It’s
really none of my business.” She paused. Millie’s worry for Brooke
had to stem from her own relationship problems. “Is something going
on with you and AJ?”

“What? What do you mean?”

“I know it’s none of my business and I hate
to pry,” Brooke said. “But you’ve been a little bit…clingy the last
two days and I noticed AJ slept in his office all night. Is
everything okay with you two?”

Millie blanched. “Yes, silly. Things are
great with us. He didn’t sleep in his office. He worked late. And
I’m not clingy.”

Brooke got out of the car. Her borrowed hot
pink outfit hugged all the wrong places. “Uh, yeah, you are.”

Millie winced from across the car roof. “I
was worried about you, okay?”

“Well, don’t be. I’m fine.” Voice too high.
Hot flash. “I’m great. The Jason water has long passed under the
bridge.” And the Elliott river would, too. Soon. “Whatever happened
in that hallway is fine with me.”

“You’re right. I’m being overprotective.”

They walked up the sidewalk. A neon orange
poster board flapped in the wind: ‘Moving Sale’. At least something
was brighter than the ‘Juicy’ emblazoned on her ass. Millie had
suggested the getup last night, to help Brooke “loosen up”.
Anything was better than Nancy’s shirt, right? Wrong.

“If you’d seen your face when you told me
about Jason, well, you’d be worried too. And, I think that guy
Elliott was trying to pull something.”

Hearing Elliott’s name sent an unwelcome
thrill down her belly. Brooke shook her hands out at her sides.
“Well, I give you permission to stop. Now, if you please.”

Millie laughed. “Okay. Okay. I will. No more
static cling. Swear.”

“No more about guys either, alright?”

“Only if you swear you’ll come to me if you
need me.”

“I will, alright?” Millie’s concern was so
sincere and unexpected, Brooke almost stopped walking. To do what?
Reassure her more? Brooke would only end up lying. A bit late to be
breaking open and spilling her guts about Elliott. Particularly,
since she had no plans to see him again. “Good. Now, keep your eyes
peeled for Elvis.”

Brooke wasn’t actually looking for anything
Elvis. But it would keep Millie busy. The sale’s contents took up
part of the driveway and the garage. The homeowner had coffee and a
cooler set up and tall heat lamps. If the large home didn’t speak
value, the setup did. Brooke engrossed herself in the product,
hardly aware of Millie at her side. Must be a move now sale.
Divorce? Could be. Sudden bills? Maybe.

Her mind blissfully lapsed into business as
usual. Until Millie spoke.

“My mom fell for a guy half her age once. He
broke her heart.”

Brooke ground her teeth and picked through a
box of albums. How had Millie picked up on her Elliott turmoil?
She’d hardly said a word about him. Millie didn’t even know the guy
had spent an evening in Brooke’s bed. “Oh? Are you and your mother
close?”

Millie snorted. “As close as possible, I
suppose. Boarding schools and cross country custody don’t make for
many intimate talks about boys and bras.”

Brooke smiled tightly. She moved to another
box of miscellaneous items. A period brooch or two would be nice.
Maybe a locket.

“She always warned me. Older men have already
sewn their oats. Young men break your heart. They can’t help it.
They’re looking for a mother, not a wife.”

Brooke almost choked. “A mother?”

“That’s what she says.” Millie threw her
hands up, all innocence. “One thing my mother knows well, that’s
men. She’s a complete cougar.”

Was Millie trying to say Brooke was old
enough to be Elliott’s mother? No. She doesn’t know about Elliott.
So, she was just being insensitive, dense. Outright stupid. Not
insulting, right? Clearly, Brooke hadn’t hidden her attraction or
reaction to Elliott as well as she’d originally thought.

Brooke moved to some framed prints. She
crossed her fingers for a Vargas pin-up girl. No luck. All
watercolors. An artist she didn’t recognize.

One stood out. A beach scene. Windy looking.
A small sailboat in the distance. She’d like to be on that boat.
Quiet and alone. She turned the frame over. Ten dollars. Pricy.
Even for this neighborhood. She glanced around for the resident
host.

Millie sidled up, hand to chin. Brooke turned
away. She could almost smell Millie’s first complaint coming. She
shouldn’t have let her come.

“Brooke Munkle, is that you?” a high voice
chirped.

Brooke twisted in the direction of the
familiar sound. Slick, straight, near black hair and matching
eyeliner, Debbie Johnson-Hines’ unmistakable trademarks. Great.

“Who’s that?” Millie asked.

Debbie sent them a high-speed wave from her
perch under a heat lamp. The dreaded ‘come over’ signal followed.
“Oh, just the biggest gossip this side of the Truckee River,”
Brooke mumbled.

Brooke could kiss troll toes over having
Millie there with her. She strolled to the heat lamp. “Debbie,
hello. What a surprise. How are you?”

“Oh, I’m just great? How are you? You look
wonderful,” Debbie cooed. “Doesn’t a new look do wonders for a
girl? Why, you’re all brand new, hun.”

“Oh, thanks.” She resisted fidgeting with her
hair, or explaining she preferred a nice heather gray turtleneck
any day, and introduced Millie instead.

Millie took over the conversation, answering
Debbie’s less than subtle questions and asking a few of her own.
Meanwhile, Brooke self-talked herself off of panic’s ledge. Debbie
couldn’t hurt her, remember? Not here, not today. Fifteen months
ago, sure. Fresh blood. But, now, Brooke had her life together. She
had even begun dating. Sort of.

As had Jason. If secretly hooking up in a
hallway could be called dating. Who had it been? One of his
cousin’s wives? Worse, a sister-in-law? Her stomach sickened a tad
thinking about it, which was all Millie’s fault. She kept bringing
it up. Or Debbie’s fault, for making her face the past.

Maybe she had heard wrong. Or maybe Mille
should let it go. Good intentions got old faster than pancakes in
the rain.

Millie handled Debbie like a pro, all fashion
and weather and celebrity gossip. So well, in fact, that Brooke
didn’t have to talk at all. Until Millie left to refill their
coffee cups. Brooke forced a smile and stood her ground. One more
minute of Debbie’s chit chat and she’d excuse herself to shop for
her new—and did she mention wildly successful?—business, Memory
Lane.

“Brooke, sweetie,” Debbie said, her tone
conspiratorial. “Let me be the first to say, congratulations.”

Brooke shook her head. “Congratulations? For
what?”

“Well, hun, you know how quickly news travels
around this city. Biggest Little City? More like smallest little
city, if you ask me,” Debbie said, then twittered. “Sue Hildenbrand
told me that a little birdie told her--and she didn’t have any
specifics so I chalked it up to vicious rumor--all about your…new
life.”

Brooke felt like there was a question in
there somewhere but she had no idea how to answer it. So, she
didn’t.

“You know how divorce is,” Debbie said,
leaning in. “I don’t need to tell you how catty those women can be.
People talk even when they don’t know a thing. I have to say, good
for you.”

What in the smallest little world was Debbie
talking about?

“Um, yeah, it is a pretty small town,” Brooke
said. “People assume a lot. I can’t seem to go anywhere without
bumping into some old friend with some false judgement.” She prayed
her stabs at subtle insult would penetrate Debbie’s silicone armor.
Alas, no luck. “I’ve certainly seen new levels of catty. Helps weed
out the fakes, though.”

She kicked herself. Too obvious?

“Well, you don’t have to tell me. I’ve heard
it all. This, though, I have got to tell you, I called Sue a liar.”
Debbie sipped from her steaming styrofoam. “A liar. Right to her
face.”

Millie sent Brooke a thumb’s up from the
coffee spigot at the bottom of the long drive. Why oh why had she
picked now for a refill? “Well, like you said, Debbie. People can
be ugly about divorce. Even when it isn’t their own.”

Debbie’s best friend since high school had
missed her calling as a tabloid journalist. What could Sue
Hildenbrand have told Debbie? About Memory Lane? Something about
who Jason was having a secret affair with? (God, not his
sister-in-law. Let it be Connie instead. She and Bruce had been on
again off again for years. How could Jason be so careless?)

“Well, divorce is ugly, but I will say,
she is not,” Debbie nodded her head toward Millie. “I’d pay
good money for curves like that.”

Brooke bit her lip, unsure how to respond,
but still wanting to jab. “Millie? Um, yes, she’s been a real
lifesaver. Funny thing is I’ve only known her a few months and I’m
closer to her than any of my other girlfriends, ever. Not even
girlfriends from college.”

“College? Really?” Debbie’s eyes widened.
“She’s really special to you. Wow, Brooke. That is just wonderful.
Really, really wonderful.” Debbie patted Brooke’s arm, but also
seemed ready to laugh.

She got the feeling they weren’t talking
about quite the same thing, exactly.

“I guess I owe Sue an apology,” Debbie added,
rocking back on her heels.

Millie returned, handed a cup to Brooke.
“This stuff has to be imported. I haven’t had coffee this good
since Havana.”

“Havana?” Debbie said, her eyes twinkling at
Millie. “As in Cuba?”

“Mmmm. Hmmm. In another life, Debbie, I
sampled the world’s best coffee, wine, food, everything.” She took
a lingering sip. “This, though, this is Heaven in a fur coat.”

Debbie slowly nodded. Thoughtfully. “Isn’t
that interesting? Travel the whole world and where do you end up
finding love, but in Reno, NV, of all places.”

Millie’s head did a Scooby Doo, rhat rid rhe
ray?

Brooke swallowed. “Um, Debbie, if you don’t
mind me asking, what precisely did Sue say to you…exactly?”

So help her, if Sue Hildenbrand was spreading
ugly lies that she—.

“That you’re a lesbian, of course.” Debbie
turned to Millie. “Is lesbian the right word? I’m sorry. I just had
no idea, hun. I mean I never would have guessed and don’t get me
wrong, I’m thrilled for you. First chance I get, I’m straightening
Sue out. She made you sound like some awful, bull dikish—.”

“What?!” Brooke’s ears buzzed. She hadn’t
heard right. She couldn’t have. “Bull d-d-d?”

“Bad word choice? Bull dike isn’t very nice,
I know. I’m so, so sorry. I mean, about my word choice, I’m sorry.
Not about your, um…gayness?”

Brooke’s tongue stuck to the back of her
mouth. She couldn’t speak. Millie looked ready to laugh her ass
off. No help at all. “You—I—Sue thinks I’m gay?” Brooke sputtered.
“You think Millie and I are—are lovers?”

Debbie leaned forward. “Well, aren’t
you?”

Millie burst. A high-pitched donkey-esque
guffaw shot out of her. If everyone within a block hadn’t been
listening in before, they were now. Brooke could have smacked
Millie if not for how absurdly contagious her laughter was. Tears
rolled down Millie’s cheeks. Brooke struggled to keep her
composure. A lesbian!

“No,” Brooke said, feeling a giggle bubble
up. Resentment burned the back of her tongue and, insane as it was,
laughter threatened right behind it. “We are not lovers. Tell Sue
Hildenbrand, she is wrong.”

“Wait a minute,” Millie said and covered her
mouth, but another chortle hee-hawed out anyway. “You and me?
That’s a riot!” Her laughter died down. “Debbie, Brooke doesn’t
have time to be a lesbian. No with all the delicious men trying to
get in her bed.”

It was Debbie’s turn for a loss for words.
They were definitely drawing attention now. Brooke, for once,
couldn’t care less, though.

“I’m not hot enough to bag a chick like
Brooke, anyways.” Millie’s voice was near menacing. “Debbie, women
like you need a hobby. Outside of making up lies and spreading
rumors about each other. At your age, I’d bet something like
knitting or scrapbooking would really help with all that emptiness
inside.”

Brooke prepared for a hot coffee in the face.
She couldn’t stop Millie, though.

“If we had time right now, which we don’t,
Brooke here might share some of the very interesting tidbits Sue
has told about you, Debbie. Even I’ve heard it all. But then, you
two are so close, you can ask her yourself about what your husband
has been up to.”

Brooke yanked Millie’s sleeve and forced her
to walk away before fists flew and the police were called. Worse,
before she turned Brooke into the city slut with another colorful
lie.

She’d known Debbie more than seven years and
not once had she seen her flushed purple and speechless. She didn’t
know whether to be irritated or delighted enough to kiss Millie
right on the mouth, lezbo rumors or not.

If she were a cat, Brooke would be licking
clean whiskers. Debbie, dipped in revenge. Tasty.







Chapter Sixteen

“Can you believe that crap?” Millie
chuckled.

“I know. Where in the world did Sue come up
with such an outright lie?” Brooke said. “You handled her so well,
though.”

“So did you.”

“Hardly! I stammered like an idiot.”

“Are you kidding me? She was seething with
jealousy even when she thought you were my bitch.”

Brooke checked the clock on her phone and saw
a missed call. It was from Elliott. Her stomach flipped over.

Hot men in her bed, Millie had bragged.

Debbie was jealous of Brooke? Incredible. And
why? Because Brooke was free to bring men into her bed?

More than that. Brooke was completely free.
That single moment with Debbie burst through her. Brooke was free.
She could do anything she damn well wanted with her life. Debbie
couldn’t.

Just like that, Brooke’s big Elliott decision
rolled over on its ass. She had to see him. Buzzing with the high
of vengeance, Brooke’s brain began a task list. Drop off Millie, go
home, shower, call Elliott. In that order. No exceptions. No matter
how much she wanted to change the list to put Elliott in the shower
with her.

“I can’t wait to tell AJ. He’s going to love
this.”

To think, Brooke had been feeling rather
proud of herself for resisting him. To resist as much naughty fun
as he promised was surely a mark of strength, wasn’t it? It showed
maturity, responsibility. She would not give in to primal needs.
She would recognize consequences like heartbreak and gossip and
protect herself. She would walk away.

Debbie had probably adored thinking Brooke
was gay, struggling to come out of the closet and be accepted. Not
divorced, young, fresh and capable. Not free. Even if she was a
lesbian, Brooke realized, leaving Jason freed her.

Millie didn’t know how close to the truth
she’d struck, either. Elliott was one hot piece of ass and he had
been in her bed. But only the once and that was no longer enough.
How could she have been ready to never see him again? Over his age,
of all things? Why should age matter? He probably wasn’t even
interested in her for more than a scorching hot fling.

She’d be a fool to pass him up.

She’d left Jason to start over. To start
living her life instead of decorating it. But she wasn’t living
now, she was almost living. Pretending to live. If she were really
and truly living life for herself, on her terms, she would have
begged for a new hairstyle. She’d be shaving her legs more than
twice a year. Because someone might end up seeing them naked.

She’d be in bed with Elliott right this
second instead of half listening to Millie as she drove her
home.

Wasn’t two years starved for sex from her
husband part of the problem to begin with? She’d left platonic
security to find passion and love. And sex. (With someone besides
herself.)

If she were truly living as she’d intended
when she’d walked out Jason’s door, she’d be ecstatic to welcome a
twenty-something into her bed. She’d be bragging about it instead
of hiding the fact from her best friend. She wouldn’t care what
anyone thought, let alone what Millie thought.

“Are we ready to go shopping yet?” Millie
asked.

She should tell her now. She should wait for
a pause in Millie’s non-stop lesbian chatter and just spit it out.
She looked over. Millie grinned, kept talking. So what if Millie
had more than hinted she thought a guy like that was a giant
mistake? “I can’t.”

“I know. You have work.”

A fling with Elliott might be worth risking
her friend’s opinion. More importantly, Brooke might be worth it.
Jason was living his life, wasn’t he? He might be doing it in
secret, but he wasn’t waiting for some imaginary starting gun to
blast him into action. In fact, secret or not, good for him.

At least he was finally having sex. Good for
Jason. And good for whomever he was having his secret, dirty affair
with. Hey, maybe the truth would come out and liven up the next
Munkle holiday.

“I didn’t find anything for my web-store back
there, is all.” Liar!

“It’s cool. But, can you take me home? You
were right, I’m bored.”

Ten minutes later, she pulled up to Millie’s
apartment. Then Millie hugged her goodbye and rushed off. Brooke
sped home and into the shower in record time.

What would she say to him?

What would he say? What if he said
no?

Well, she would have to convince him
otherwise, that’s what.

Nina Simone’s velvety voice crooned from the
speakers. I need a little sting on my clover…. Brooke
shampooed, conditioned, inhaling the sweet citrus scent, for once
embracing the images flashing through her. His body, naked, wet.
Above her. Below. His eyes seeing into her. Her, not hiding.
Staying bare and defenseless. Searing. Wet.

No more running. No more scared. She would
get what she wanted. Everyone else in this world did. Why not her?
God, she wanted him. Too young, too beautiful, spinning her head,
Elliott. All to herself, for as long as she could have him.

She toweled off and clamored for her purse.
She dialed his number. It rang. She held her breath to steady her
voice. She knew, just knew in her soul, he would answer. Whether or
not he’d tell her to screw off, she didn’t know. She wouldn’t think
that far ahead.

This moment. Now.

“Brooke?”

Oh, his voice. She’d forgotten how gorgeous
his voice was, how it woke deep, slumbering parts of her. “Hey,
you,” she said and damnit if she didn’t sound flirty, too.

“How are you?” he asked.

She could hear in his tone he wasn’t mad. She
hadn’t called for two days and he wasn’t mad. She’d played his same
dumb game. But he wasn’t begrudging her for it.

“I’m great now.” Had she just said that? Wow.
“I can’t tell you how hard it’s been waiting.”

His breath sounded through the phone. If only
it was on her neck. “Waiting?” he asked.

“Mmm hmm,” she said and lay upon her bed,
stretching her legs out, letting the towel fall open.

“For what?” he asked, a catch in his voice
sending thrills down to her toes.

She paused, grinning at the ceiling. “For
opportunity, of course.” Oh, she’d forgotten this side of herself.
This hidden vixen. Where had she buried it all these years? And
why?

He chuckled. Did he like her little game? Can
Elliott come out to play? “Oh? What kind of opportunity?” he
asked.

Brooke smacked her lips loudly so he could
hear and imagine. “The chance to be alone,” she said.

Silence, the delicious, erection-on-my-mind
kind. For all of four staggering seconds.

“Are you,” he said. “Alone?”

“Mmmm hmmm,” she said. “All alone.
Finally.”

“Finally,” he said on a sigh. “Give me twenty
minutes.”

She suppressed a giggle, kicking her feet
into the covers. “What if I can’t wait that long?” she mewled.

“Fifteen. I’ll make it fifteen. I swear it.
Just, don’t start without me.”

“Mmmm. I don’t know if I can promise that.
I’m all wet from a hot, steamy shower.” She lowered her voice to a
whisper. “I can’t stop thinking about your face between my
legs.”

“Alright. Okay. Just don’t end without
me.”

Her cheeks hurt from smiling. They hung up
and Brooke leapt up. She had a lot to do in fifteen minutes. Body
oil, make-up, deodorant, perfume.

Stay in towel or bra and panties? Satin robe?
No, towel. Sexy. Wet hair. She scrambled around, trying not to
sweat too much, shoved laundry in the closet and under the bed,
opened wine, checked the clock.

His knock sounded. She dropped the corkscrew
on the counter and rushed to the door. A peek through the peephole
confirmed it was him. Really him. Her knees wobbled a little. Not
the best timing for adrenaline to kick up so high. Her inner vixen
helped Brooke swing open the door, cock her head and, in a snap,
bailed on her. Brooke tucked back behind the door, knees
quaking.

Elliott beamed. “Hi there.”

“Hi” she said. God, she’d forgotten how
gorgeous he was. One smile and her whole body turned watery.
Come back inner vixen, come back! How was she supposed to
seduce him with this many butterflies? Even her chin was
shaking.

His grin widened. He leaned against the
doorframe. “Miss me?”

“Maybe a little.” Her fingers trembled making
her towel slip free of them. She screeched, catching it mid-waist.
Elliott reached out, but Brooke knocked against the door. “Ouch.”
She rubbed the spot.

“Whoa there. Are you alright?”

“Yes, fine. Great.” The cold air made her
shiver. “Come in.”

Elliott shut the door and shoved his hands
into his jeans. They were faded and worn and frayed. Had his shirt
been off, he could have walked off of a 501’s billboard. What had
she been thinking answering the door in a towel? Where was all her
bravado? Probably suffocating under sweat and nerves. “Give me just
a minute.”

Brooke left him to make himself comfortable,
mind racing. She had no idea what to wear. That black dress Millie
got her came to mind, but, no. Too dressy. Jeans? Like she had any
decent ones that wouldn’t leave crease marks all over her belly and
hips once he got her naked.

Oh, Jesus. Naked. She’d almost forgotten the
whole reason for asking him over in all her fuss. Sex. That’s it.
Nothing more. So, who cared what she wore? Right? Right. Stick
to sexy and stop worrying about first or second or third
impressions. He’s here, isn’t he?

Her hair was half dry and frizzing up nicely.
She wrapped herself in her silky Victoria’s Secret robe. More thigh
than she remembered it exposing but the jade green fabric shone
prettily in the streaming daylight. Enough light to conceal and
reveal, all at once. Heat washed through her.

She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had
sex in the afternoon. Glasses clinked from the kitchen. Was he
getting them wine? Good. Maybe it would calm her. She adjusted
herself in the mirror, patted a sheet of TP over her glistening
face, checked her underarms and shook her hands out.

Elliott looked up from the kitchen counter
when she walked out of her room. His hand stilled. Carefully, he
set down the wine glass. He came around the bar counter and toward
her. Brooke couldn’t move. She went for her best come hither pose
but as soon as he laid eyes upon her, she locked up.

Her pulse accelerated, her body moistened.
He’d taken his jacket off. A snug grey t-shirt outlined his
shoulders and chest. His pectorals curved and dipped. Her mind
recalled his chiseled abs underneath. Her fingers itched to feel
him.

He stopped in front of her. Close. His heat
emanated off of him. “What took you so long?”

He didn’t wait for an answer. He cupped her
face and pulled her close. His other hand splayed over her lower
back. Strength. Tenderness. His gaze held to hers, searching. For
what? An answer?

Even if she had one, she couldn’t talk. She
could hardly breathe past the anticipation spiraling up inside her.
Her inner vixen returned and she brought an appetite.

Brooke tugged his shirt up. She touched him.
At first with her nails, then her fingertips. Upward and softly.
Elliott’s pupils flashed. All question left his eyes. Challenge
replaced it.

Was he daring her?

Her hands found his jeans. She tugged the fly
open, button by button. She dropped to her knees, yanking his pants
down. His erection pressed at his boxers. She trailed her nails up
his calves, up the backs of his thighs, around to the front, all
the while holding her gaze to his.

Dare her, would he?

She was no timid little twenty -year-old
trying to please a man to keep a man. She was a grown woman who
knew what she wanted. For far too long, she’d denied her needs.
Years with Jason. Months after him. No more. The gods had given her
Elliott.

His gaze intensified with every inch that she
drew closer to his erection. His body jerked as her hands inched
in. Over his boxers, inward, nails tickling. Mouth watering.

She broke their gaze and focused on his
burgeoning need. Pulling his boxers slowly down, she thrilled at
his sharply indrawn breath. She wanted to make him beg. First, she
skimmed the tip of him with her lips, letting her hot breath
envelop his softest skin. Elliott’s hands came to her hair. She
nudged them away and took charge, flicking her tongue over the tip
and licking down his length.

He was beautiful. Thick and hard, wanting
only her.

Brooke took her time. She wanted to make him
forget every other woman he’d ever known. Elliott gasped as she
took him into her mouth and suckled, rolling her tongue along the
edge of his cock. He throbbed in her mouth. She groaned, enjoying
the vibration, imagining the sweet torture she gave him. Her body
grew wet at the very idea.

Then she stopped.

Elliott gasped again. “Jesus, Brooke. If you
knew what you do to me….”

She rose to her feet, hands lingering where
he wanted her so badly, wet from her kiss, slick in her hands.

His body jerked. She smiled wickedly, letting
go. Not yet.

She would savor this affair, drink up every
drop. Then end it satiated. She wouldn’t kid herself into believing
more could come of this and she no longer cared. Being and feeling
like this with him, because of him, was enough.

Elliot’s hands encircled her waist. He pulled
her to him and kissed her. His mouth commanded her lips, his tongue
seduced her tongue. Her arousal stoked hot fire through her body,
weakening her limbs. She leaned into him. He broke away to kick off
his jeans and boxers, then remove his shirt.

He returned to her, his erection pressing her
belly. She pressed back letting her hands find it. Elliott groaned
as his mouth ravaged hers, demanding more. She recognized his
desperation, because the same need coursed through her. She could
sink into him, wrap him around her and bury him inside of her all
at once, and it wouldn’t be enough. She would still need more.

He nipped her lips then sucked. She grasped
his flesh, stroking it. Her robe fell to the floor, her
insecurities up in smoke. Skin on skin, warmth and chill at once.
Her nipples hardened, grazing against his hard chest. Elliott
cupped both breasts, teasing his thumbs over her nipples. Brooke
gasped in pleasure. His mouth moved to her throat while his hands
massaged sweet circles on her aching breasts and his cock teased
closer to her heat. Heady arousal thundered through her veins.
Touch and sensation swallowed her thoughts up. No fears, only
feeling.

She breathed his woodsy scent in. She tasted
his salty skin. Her own breathy panting filled her ears, like the
distant slip and crash of waves. Drawing her closer, sheer pleasure
ready to pull her under.

Elliott scooped her into his arms and strode
to her bed. He laid her there, then joined her, above her. Brooke
pulled him to her, ready to dive into the hot abyss. Elliott shook
his head, no. Something naughty glittered in his heavy lidded eyes.
He pinned her wrists above her head and licked, down her chest,
over each peaked nipple, down her belly.

Brooke writhed, torn. His mouth would feel so
good, wet and hot on her aching need. But she wanted to feel
him inside of her. His erection, deep, hard, long. She shook
her head and gripped his shoulders. “Please, Elliott” she said and
held his gaze.

He groaned and buried his face into her neck,
but he didn’t move. Brooke’s body begged for more. She couldn’t
help herself. She wiggled her hips, negotiating his cock into
position.

“You’re going to make me come,” he said,
hoarse.

His cock felt so decadent against her. She
dipped and pressed, manipulating it forward. The musky scent of
their bodies fed her desire as much as his throaty words. “Not
before I do,” she whispered.

Brooke pushed her hips up. His cock slid into
her. She inhaled as the exquisite feel of his cock filled her up.
Elliott lifted his head. Ardor beyond anything she’d ever known
blazed in his eyes. More than want, adulation shone in them and it
sent her to pleasure’s precipice.

Elliott slid full into her as her walls
clenched with the first grips of orgasm. Such sweet fullness. Had a
man ever felt so delicious? Her eyes fluttered closed. A deep moan
escaped her.

He withdrew, returned. Another wave hit
her.

“Open your eyes, baby,” he said.

She obeyed. Slow and methodical, the
intensity in his gaze growing, her body crashed around him. Again
and again, Brooke gasped and moaned until the last sprays of
pleasure left her. Elliott slowed, then began to move faster,
harder. He closed his eyes. He stopped.

New need blossomed within her. His cock
pulsed. Brooke squeezed her legs around him, “Not yet. I need
more.”

So close, so very, very close and she would
come again. One lift, one press. She glided away and back. Her eyes
and her hands gripped his shoulders. She bit against his salty
flesh. All the sweet sensations gathered inside of her, coiling
closer, tightening. Elliott licked the sensitive spot behind her
ear. “You feel so damned good, Brooke.”

His deep, throaty voice sent shivers over her
skin. Climax burst through her in a bright, hot flash. She moaned
his name, abandoning to pure ecstasy. Wave after wave radiated
through her, deeper and longer than before. Mindless to anything
beyond his body inside of hers.

Elliott drew out every last spasm from her
body. Then he drove one hard, deep stroke into her. His cock
throbbed. He arched and delved his hips so deep, Brooke cried out.
He came, throb after throb, into her, filling her with primal
satisfaction.

The minutes trickled by, and by the time
Brooke’s heart resumed a normal rhythm, Elliott lay asleep next to
her. Brooke watched him, amused. She supposed it was his turn to
pass out. A stream of sunlight cast a line across his waist. Dust
danced in the light. Quiet blanketed the room, broken only by the
rustle of sheets when she shifted, a muffled spring from the
mattress expanding. The sounds of his sleep.

Should she wake him? Ask him to go? She
certainly couldn’t be offended when she’d done the exact thing not
so long ago. She wouldn’t be writing any cryptic note, though.

Questions spun in her head, but she
suppressed them all. Wanting to know meant asking, and asking meant
answers she might not like. She wanted to keep this as simple as
possible. Let him sleep. He was going to need more energy. Because,
though she refused to lose her heart, her body was another matter
entirely.







Chapter Seventeen

Elliott had never spent this long in bed with
any woman. Brooke lay next to him, drifting off, glowing from what
he gave her again. He let his eyes rove over her. Hours in bed,
maybe, but not days. Never longer than a day, with a bit of morning
thrown in, and that had only been once. He and Brooke had spent
days in bed. Under the covers, crawling over each other like
kittens in a basket. They ate, they showered, they went back to
bed. They made out.

They made love.

When they weren’t making love, they talked.
Make that, he talked. She listened. Intently, too. She nodded and
knit her forehead up and scrunched her chin. She asked questions.
Good, specific questions like, “Why are you and Gordon so close?
Were your mothers close?”

Yes, she’d remembered from Thanksgiving,
their mothers were sisters. (Aha! She had been paying
attention.) “Gordon and I were always friends before cousins,
though.” And he’d explained.

Elliott had been a gangly, quirky kid. He’d
be nosed inside a book while his brothers were scaling sap-ridden
trees or carving bikes down treacherous dirt hills. When they
weren’t ditching him, they were bullying. Not an easy boyhood.
Picked on by an older and a younger brother, he’d always been the
closest with his mom. She was the only one who he wasn’t
self-conscious with.

Until Gordon came around, and that was pretty
often. He stood up for Elliott. The bad odds became evened. Matt
and Cyrus had to fall back on verbal abuse rather than wet willies
and digging noogies.

“How?” Brooke had asked.

“Well, Cy, he’s my younger brother, is a
master at insults, but with Gordon around, the odds were evened.”
Even their insults failed. No one could throw a verbal jab like
Gordie. He’d been more chubby than big, and took enough crap at his
school that his cousins couldn’t keep up.

His size helped, plus, Gordon understood
Elliott the same way his mom did.

Gordon didn’t sit around and read with him,
though. He dragged him outside instead. But not to trounce the yard
or skid their knees. They didn’t have to get rough to have
outstanding fun. They sailed the sea, pirated treasure, invaded
space, uncovered secret tombs. Boys being boys, but with
imagination instead of arm-wrestling.

Brooke laughed at all the funny parts. Funny
like when Elliott and Gordon tied tampons to Matt’s dirt bike and
he’d ridden the whole day without noticing. And only noticed when
Cindy Montanga asked what they were, all grossed out. “We even
colored them red. Bright, blood red.”

Brooke let her guard down at one point.
“Every time I went toilet papering, I chickened out. My friends and
I would dress all in black and wear hats and then sneak around the
neighborhood, but never actually do anything. What geeks!”

Elliott laughed. “Never were a bad girl,
huh?”

“Nope.” She laughed, too. “Good girl through
and through.”

Until now.

He laughed even harder when she went so far
as to advise him on the best way to fake blood for a pad or tampon.
“The trick is to make it brownish. Chocolate is excellent and you
can really gross a person out if you want to. My sister was a
master at it.”

“What’s your sister like?”

With a shrug, Brooke closed back up.

She didn’t share much else and most of what
he told her wasn’t very sexy. Even so, it didn’t get in the way of
rolling over and kissing her senseless. Sweaty and tired, he could
still tell her more.

About his mom. How much he missed her. How
ugly her death was. A horrific ending for such an amazing person.
She was the kind of mom that would set up a new toy in the living
room, waiting there for you after school. Not because he’d begged
her for it or because Christmas was too long a wait. She did it
just to see the look on his face when he saw it.

One time, she got Matt, his oldest brother,
an erecter set no one else had. He was a nut for them. Matt had
just about peed his pants when he’d seen it. The thing had probably
hit the shelves that morning. Matt always loved to build things up
just so he could break them down after.

And Brooke had kissed his forehead then. She
didn’t have to talk to tell him things, though. He’d figured plenty
out on his own. She hated doing laundry, but was otherwise ultra
clean. Clean and organized. Her spare toothbrushes were lined up
like soldiers. Her sheets had hospital corners. Or used to. Now
they lay in rumpled carnage.

Most important of all, Gordon was right. She
didn’t know Jason was gay. He doubted Brooke suspected, either.
Meanwhile, Gordon was anxiously waiting for Jason to get the guts
to come out. Brooke asked about Gordon like he was Jason’s business
friend who just happened to be his cousin. Like, hey, small world.
Leaving the gay parts out of Gordon stories hadn’t been easy, but
he’d done it. Just in case. Cagey as she’d been with this affair so
far, he wasn’t going to be the one to tell her. Something like that
had to be damaging on a woman’s self-esteem.

He wanted to see her again. He had to be
careful not to screw it up. She’d already laid down specific rules
for the game. Sex, sex, sex. Some cuddles. No sharing. No leaving
his toothbrush behind. No strings. Keep it simple.

She’d relaxed the no cuddle rule pretty
quickly, though.

Elliott was all for simple. No strings meant
no tangles. No more Brooke knots. Simple would be a nice change of
pace. In his experience, women were anything but.

As they say, though, all good things must
end. By Wednesday, he couldn’t deny it any longer. He needed to go
home. He’d called in sick Tuesday, but he couldn’t do it again
today. Shope would go mental. Besides, Brooke was beginning to get
fidgety.

Her eyes fluttered open. She caught him
watching her. Elliott bent and kissed her shoulder, not about to
feel bad for staring when she was so delectable. With a weak smile,
Brooke got up and donned her clothes. She probably had things to
do. Overstaying wouldn’t do. He just wished he could shake the
feeling she’d say goodbye and mean it.

Elliott pulled on his jeans, not sure how to
ask when he’d see her again. No, that wasn’t true. Asking was easy.
Facing the answer, however….

“What are you up to today?” he asked.

Brooke sat at her desk and grabbed a
highlighter. “Work stuff mostly. You?”

The highlighter squeaked over the sheet of
morning paper. Classifieds.

“Work stuff. Shope has got a load for me to
do. And with finals coming, it’s crunch time.”

She set down her paper. Her nose wrinkled up.
“Finals.”

He wanted to close the three feet between
them and kiss the tip of it. He rubbed his neck instead. “Yeah,” he
continued. “Time to shine. Shope’s review could make the difference
in the teaching fellowship I applied for.”

“A teaching fellowship? Impressive.”

“Hopefully. Once I complete my dissertation,
with some experience maybe I can land a professorship, then
eventually, tenure.” Her cat, Sampson, hopped into his lap. Elliott
scratched the purring feline behind the ears. If he could just find
a way to lead into the question. “You know, I don’t really grade
Shope’s papers.”

The highlighter tip thudded. Brooke quickly
capped the pen. “You don’t?”

First, tell her what he did at work, then she
could tell him what she did for work. He could steer the
conversation into days off and ask, ‘when can I see you again?’
“Well, I do and I don’t.”

She straightened and crossed her leg. “What
does that mean, exactly?”

“Shope has me offer a detailed analysis of
each paper’s strengths and weaknesses, suggest the grade I would
give them if I were the instructor, and justify why.” He pulled his
shirt on. “I used to think he went with what I suggested, but
nowadays, I kind of think he doesn’t.”

Brooke looked away. She adjusted the paper.
“So, you’re saying Shope gives the final grade. Not you?”

“Yes.” Where was his brilliant transition to
talking about her job again? “I’m a little behind because of
yesterday. But, I think I’ll be done by Saturday.”

She leaned flirtatiously back in her seat.
“So, you’re saying I should have spoken to Shope about my
grade.”

No, no, no. Not Shope. Saturday. Get her back
on work and the weekend. “Technically, yes.”

“So much for sleeping my way to the top,”
Brooke teased.

“Do I get any points if I say I’ve put in a
good word for you?” He gave her his best James Dean. “More than
once?”

Brooke grinned mischievously, but narrowed
her eyes. “A good word, huh? Was that before or after you hit on
me?”

Sampson meowed in protest as Elliott stood up
and stretched. “Hmmm. Let me think.” Hair all mussed, make-up gone,
he wanted to pick her up and toss her back into the bed. And stay
there for another week. He knew he couldn’t. “After. Definitely
after.”

Brooke rose and playfully socked him in the
shoulder. He caught her fist and tugged her close.

“Tell me, really,” Brooke said, pouting
prettily. He liked this minx side of her.

He kissed the tip of her nose. Her freckles
brought out her eyes somehow. “Tell you, really?” The kind of truth
she wanted about her writing wasn’t going to secure him a solid
date to see her again. “Really, really?”

She nodded but something in her eyes warned
him. Don’t go there. Not yet.

“To be honest, I’d have to go back and
check.” He wanted to bury his nose into her hair and memorize the
flowery scent. “Keep in mind, I didn’t know your name from Adam two
papers ago.”

She nodded again, but didn’t look the least
bit satisfied.

“I can tell you this,” he said, pleased at
the wide-eyed hope his words created. Now to just get that reaction
about Saturday. “I know Shope scored you lower than I recommended
on the last one.”

“He did?” Her teasing tone changed to one of
curiosity.

“Yep. And I think I’ll get through this round
of papers by Friday.”

“Uh-oh.” Her breath hissed out. “Do we need
to keep this secret from Shope? And, oh my gosh, I never thought
about how you would grade me after all this. You’re not going to
suddenly give me overly rave reviews, are you?”

He couldn’t help chuckling. “Whoa. Slow down.
Why would I tell Benson Shope about my personal life? And, I’m a
professional. I’ll give him the same honest feedback I always do. I
have to. He’d see right through it and I need him to respect my
work.”

She bowed up at him and shrugged. “You could
give me a little extra. You know, a little thank you present?”

His chuckle shot to a full on chortle of
laughter. He adored it when she flirted. Granted, he’d always known
there was more under the surface, but this, this was priceless. How
many people got to see this side of her? He played along, feeling
his chances for the weekend improving. “A thank you present? For
what?”

The clock ticked, though. A pang stuck in his
gut thinking about leaving her.

“For mind blowing sex, of course,” she
said.

“Oh, that. Speaking of that, when do I get to
have my mind blown again?” Nice, Elliott. Very nice, if he did say
so himself. Smoothness itself.

Brooke kissed his chin and pulled away. The
air rapidly chilled to all business and no pleasure. Damn it.

“I can’t see you this weekend.” Least she had
the grace to act disappointed.

He understood. Or, he’d have to. He wouldn’t
push her. She’d already reared her skittish side enough; he knew
better than to push. “Alright.” His voice cracked.

Brooke hugged one arm to herself. “I should
have gotten a lot more done this weekend. I got nothing done. If I
don’t get some merchandise, I won’t have a business and business
has really been picking up. Christmas is just around the
corner.”

She spoke earnestly even if she looked
hesitant. He believed her.

He cleared his throat. “I understand. I kept
you in bed, you need to buy stuff. I get it. It’s cool.”

“I’m not saying I regret playing hooky.” She
stepped closer. “There weren’t any worthwhile sales all weekend,
anyway.”

Thank God. Minxy might be back.

“But, there are five sales this weekend
including an estate auction which is a total rarity in Reno, so I
have to go and pray I find something.”

Elliott’s pulse picked up. This was the first
time she’d spoken of her business. “Yard sales? Isn’t it a little
cold for yard sales?”

“Moving sales. You’d think so, but when
people need to move or need some cash….” She tossed her hair back
and sat back down. She picked up the highlighter and classifieds
again.

“So, not yard sales.”

She half shrugged. “No. They’re really just
yard sales named moving sales to try to sound not so cheap and
outdoors in the middle of winter. But, every one I’ve been to is in
a yard or a garage. Thankfully, it hasn’t snowed down in the valley
for a few weeks.”

Elliott swallowed. Should he ask? No, she’d
laugh. She’d think he was making a play. To hell with it. “I love
yard sales. How about if I tag along?”

“Yeah, right.”

“No. Really. I love a good yard sale.” He
did!

“Are you teasing me?” she asked in a high
pitch.

He put his hands up. He’d be honest even if
it killed whatever they had going. “Nope. Swear to God. I’m a yard
sale, antique store, swap meet junkie. It’s my Mom’s fault. Well,
her and Indiana Jones.”

Brooke stared at him for a moment then
doubled over into laughter. Terrific. Should have kept his trap
shut and left when he still had a shot at seeing her again. Now, he
might as well leave the toothbrush she told him not to. So, she’d
think about him when she scrubbed her toilet with it.

“Yeah, yeah. Hah hah. Go ahead, laugh it up.”
Her laugh was infectious, though, and he had a hard time not
chuckling as well. “What can I say, I’m a history nut and my mom
dragged me to them from age five on.” Her cheeks looked so pretty
when they were pink. “They’re like excavations without the
dirt.”

Her pink cheeked happiness sobered. She
lowered her voice. “You’re one of those nuts that shows up too
early and knocks on the door while they’re still setting up, trying
to get first pick, aren’t you?”

He rolled his eyes. “No, that was my mom. She
was a sucker for a good buy. I’m more the what’s-this
–and-where-did-it-come-from type. The guy with a funky hat chatting
up the owner who buys the statue your mother-in-law gave you that
you hate, but she finally died and you can sell the thing as long
as your husband never knows. That’s me.”

Brooke smacked her knee. “What her husband
doesn’t know won’t hurt him. He has a terrible memory anyways,
right?”

“Yes!” Elliott pointed at her. “Exactly. I
love it. You should have seen some of the stuff my mom let me drag
home. She let me buy this bronze statue once. I swore it would be
worth something. I told her the whole way home. She nodded and
smiled and roughed up my hair.”

“Was it?”

“Not even close. It was an incense burner.
You can find the same statue in any head shop in town. She probably
knew the whole time. I paid more for it at the silly yard sale than
I would of at Grateful Dreds any day.”

Brooke’s mouth hung half open, ready for
another giggle. He wanted to yank her up, twirl her around and kiss
her.

“What will you be looking for?” Elliott
asked. Hint, hint. Nothing like a second pair of eyes, right?

“Memorabilia. Retro, vintage type stuff. My
store is called Memory Lane. It’s an eBay store.”

“Cool concept.” With his best puppy dog eyes,
Elliott nodded, hands in pockets. He knew they would have a blast
going together. All she had to do was agree. Come on. Just one
little word.

Brooke eyed him thoughtfully. He waited.

Was he willing to beg her? “Hey, if you
thought about it, I’ll bet Shope’s class could even help your
business. You know, get a feel for the times and whatnot.”

Her eyes popped a little. “Yes. It might.”
She angled her head. “Okay. The first one is Saturday morning, 6am.
Do you want to meet me there or should I pick you up?”

Yes! He played it as cool as he could,
despite feeling like a seven-year-old at Disneyland. Actually, he
probably felt better. He tugged his ear and acted as though he had
to think about it a minute. “I can probably swing that. Pick me
up?”

Brooke sent him a sly smile. “One
condition.”

Uh-oh, here it comes. Keep it simple. “Name
it.”

“I get to keep all the booty we plunder.”

“Absolutely.”

By the time Elliott left, drove home, and
walked through the door, Gordon had called four times. Three
messages. Elliott checked them as his laptop booted up. He’d have
to hustle if he was going to get the papers graded in time for
class. Supposedly sick yesterday or not, Shope would expect them
completed. At most, he could sneak a few less paragraphs by in his
analysis.

Gordon sounded panicked from the start.
“Elliott, call me when you get this. The shit has hit and I don’t
know what to do.”

What shit? Jason? Something with work? He
deleted the message. Moved to the next. “Elliott, please, I need to
talk the second you get this. I know it’s your class day, but
please. Just call anyways.”

Elliott hung up on his voicemail and dialed
Gordon. A rapid knock on his front door made him hang up before the
second ring. He knew it was Gordon and let him in, ignoring the
trail of cigar stink and prepared to calm his cousin down in record
time. Afterward, he’d enlist his help with these papers.

“It’s hit the fan, Elliott. Jason is freaking
out. Someone knows about him,” Gordon said.

Elliott closed his front door and put up
placating hands. “Alright, settle down. You’re not making
sense.”

Gordon sat on the sofa and started over.
“Jason is really upset. I told you how he’s been hesitant to come
out to his family with the holidays so near? Plus, there’re some
family matters his mother is dealing with and a whole list of very
good reasons for us to wait.”

It was Gordon chasing the star quarterback to
somehow earn gay approval all over again. “Jason is still making
you wait?” Elliott asked.

“Not making me. We decided together. In fact,
it was my idea.” Gordon stood and crossed his arms. “I’ll get to
all that and, I promise, you can berate me all you want when I do.
What is important foremost is that we decided.”

Elliott knew better than to argue when Gordon
put on his court face. “Okay. You’re right. I’m listening.”

“Thank you.” Gordon paced. “As I was saying,
we decided to wait until after the holidays. He planned to start
with his ex-wife and mother, then move on down the list from
there.”

“His ex-wife?”

Gordon nodded. “Brooke. You met her. Twice,
in fact. You see, he respects her a lot and I think he wants to
mend the harm he feels he caused their marriage. She thinks their
divorce was all her fault.” He waved his hand. “Enough said. The
plan was Thanksgiving and then it became after the holidays. New
Years Day-ish. New leaf, resolutions, Mom I’m gay.”

“Okay. I get it. So, what hit the fan?”

Gordon stopped. “Somebody knows.”

“Who?”

“Jason doesn’t know.” Gordon folded his arms
over his chest and pulled at his goatee. He paced some more.
“Someone must have seen us out. We’ve been so careful, but so
happy, too, that I think we must have gotten sloppy.”

“If Jason doesn’t know who knows he’s gay,
then how can he be sure anyone knows at all?” Elliott didn’t know
if he could keep up with all this.

“The rumor mill. Some Debbie someone. A
friend of a friend got wind of seeing something somewhere and if it
spreads too far, Jason is terrified his ex or his mom will find out
on their own. Well, not so much Nancy because she isn’t in that
social circle. But Brooke. She could run into someone. They could
drop a bomb on her.”

“It would definitely be a big bomb.”

“Gee,” Gordon said. “You think?”

“Hey, cut the sarcasm. You came busting down
my door, remember? Besides, I don’t see how I can do anything to
help.” He could be a shoulder to cry on again. “I mean, how bad
could it be to fix it? Jason tells Brooke now instead of
later.”

“That’s what I said. But, Jason is almost
ready to go on a date with some bimbo just to buy us some time.”
Gordon sat down again. “I need your help.”

“What? Find Jason a date?” Elliott
half-laughed. “Or, you want me to pop my head into Shope’s class
and tell her?”

“So, she’s in your class? I knew it!”

“It’s not my class.”

“Seriously, Elliott. You can help.”

Sure. He could help Gordon pick up the pieces
when Jason turned out to be a liar, too scared to be honest with
his family. “How?”

“You work on campus, she takes history
classes. You two talked at Thanksgiving. Even I could see sparks
fly.”

If Gordon only knew. He wouldn’t tell him,
though. Not until Brooke got comfortable with complicated.
“So?”

“So, you don’t have to go to her class. You
could bump into her, though.” Gordon steepled his hands. “Make
conversation. Feel her out. Find out if she knows already.”

If she knew? Try, has no clue. Brooke’s
wishes to keep it simple aside, telling Gordon about their
involvement didn’t sit well. Plus, Brooke had been clear about her
rule. She hadn’t spelled out that he was her little secret, but
Elliott was no idiot. Until she let him in, mum was the word.
Especially when it came to the ex-husband’s new lover,
cousin-friend or not. “Oh, sure. I say ‘Hi, how are you? Seen any
gay bombs go off around here?’”

“You know what I mean.”

“If I find out she doesn’t know anything,”
Elliott began. He should just stay out of it. He couldn’t.
“Assuming I can bump into her. Assuming I can then figure out a way
to bring something like that up.” He could just tell Gordon the
truth in a couple days and act like he’d happened to find out. “Not
only that, but be able to verify it somehow, too.”

Gordon’s whole demeanor changed. Relief and
hope.

Elliott saw it as a long way to fall. “Is
Jason going to tell Brooke now, rather than later? Is he going to
keep postponing? Or will he honor you and tell his family the
truth?”

“I promise you. If you do this for me, he’ll
have no excuse left.”

Jason shouldn’t need excuses, but Elliott
wouldn’t say so when Gordon’s heart was so easily broken.







Chapter Eighteen

“Toying with a young girl’s heart isn’t how
the angels intend us to make a match,” AJ insisted. He stood near
the door, arms crossed.

Miserable all week, Millie had filled up on
fast food and plotting. She couldn’t keep waiting. Every nail
chewed off, she’d obsessed over Brooke’s inevitable fallout long
enough. “I won’t be toying with Michelle Shope’s heart. She is
already completely crazy about Elliott. I’ll just be helping
her.”

“And what about Brooke? How will her heart
withstand losing Elliott to the girl?”

She didn’t have time for this. “Look, AJ. It
isn’t that Brooke isn’t strong. She is. Smart, too. What woman
isn’t dumb, when it comes to a guy like Elliott?”

“What exactly does that mean?”

She hated that tone of his. Sweet and patient
with her. Millie wasn’t made of glass. “It means I spent a week
watching her move farther and farther away from who she is meant to
be with. Jason.”

Millie got her coat on, ignoring AJ shaking
his head. She had to time her ‘accidental’ run-in with Michelle
Shope perfectly. What little information AJ had secured on the
co-ed made Millie certain; locating her was a gamble. Millie needed
Elliott out of the picture. What better way than with a young,
bouncing distraction like Michelle?

“I wish you’d reconsider.”

“I know. But…I can’t.” There was just too
much too lose. More than the heartbreak she wouldn’t be around to
help her best friend through. She’d lose AJ and that heartbreak,
she couldn’t face. Elliott would only hurt Brooke. Better now than
later.

Millie arrived at the Book Exchange feeling
worse, not better. She sat at a corner table, fingers crossed that
neither Brooke nor Elliott would show up. AJ’s warning echoed
through her. “Bad idea.”

Apparently, love isn’t a battlefield, no
matter who sang it. But she was low on time and high on pressure,
and maybe Elliott and Michelle would live happily ever after.
Brooke would get hurt, but who was to say Michelle would?

Screw it. With less than two weeks until AJ
was taken from her, playing fair wasn’t an option. Manipulating
Michelle Shope into unwittingly helping her cause would get Brooke
out of cloud sixty-nine and back onto Jason. Last weekend, that
Debbie Hines-whoever yard sale incident convinced Millie that Jason
and Brooke had never been the problem. Being surrounded by a bunch
of jealous, nasty gossips like Debbie who wanted to see Brooke
fail, caused her divorce.

Millie knew envy, or, technically speaking,
Kiki knew envy. When envy ran deep enough, it changed people.
Directed at a person with enough length and force, envy destroyed
more than lives. She wouldn’t let herself dwell on past pain now,
though.

Millie adjusted her chair for a good view of
both the store and the café. This would work. If she did this
right, Elliott would move on to a girl his age, Brooke would be
glad it went no further, and all would end fair. No matter what AJ
said.

For a Wednesday afternoon, the place was
pretty packed. She’d better stay and Millie knew in her gut, she’d
be here today. Michelle had a habit to support.

A longtime affinity for shoplifting. She’d
been caught six times in the last seven years. Music, in
particular. Seemed like a bit of a hobby. Maybe more.

Someone needs attention from Daddy.

So, where does a sweet little klepto with a
crush hang out between class and an assistant’s office hours?
Someplace with a little merchandise. The bookstore/café seemed like
her best bet.

To his credit, AJ did successfully put off
her final decision. For all of seven days. Millie had waited, hit
the files again. Re-wrote their notes, outlined, clustered, the
works. She could still smell marker. AJ went back for more files
again and again, trying to find help in whatever way he did,
wherever it was he went. He even got the bull in the china shop’s
file, Elliott’s cousin’s.

Thank goodness for Nancy and her strays.
Because of her, Millie had that conversation between Gordon and
Elliott about Michelle to go on. And not much else.

“Can I get you more?” the waitress asked.

“No, thanks.” Pushing her sunglasses back on
her head, Millie toyed with her latte. Her tongue felt fuzzy from
all the sugar. “Do you know what time it is?”

“Almost four.”

Millie nodded as the pregnant girl moved to
the next table. How had an hour already passed? To tears didn’t
cover how bored she was. What if she’d missed Michelle? Her file
had been clear. Thursday. Kelpto. Book Exchange. Like
clockwork.

Where did AJ get all those files from,
anyway? She envisioned some sterile looking, all white office
building, a-glow halos and file cabinets. White and blank, like
what little she could recall from her trial. Faces, impressions but
nothing solid until he crossed back over. She pictured his return
as a cross between Narnia’s wardrobe and Captain Kirk’s sparkling
teleportation.

She didn’t actually want to know. She had
enough failure on her plate as it was. Adding more to the list of
what she should be able to do wouldn’t help Brooke. Maybe one day,
she would know it all, including all about AJ. Who he’d been, what
he’d done to land here, all of it.

One day.

Millie flicked at her bracelets, which
tinkled. Looked like she’d have to go loiter Ross Hall, the second
most likely place to find Michelle. Not the safest approach when
Elliott could spot Millie and report the sighting to Brooke. If
Brooke got freaked over Millie calling her ex-husband, imagine what
an appearance outside the building her lover worked in. A lover
Millie was supposed to not know about. Bad. Very bad.

Millie wouldn’t kid herself. Brooke was bound
to go back for thirds.

Elliott was self-esteem heroin. Charming,
young, good-looking. Millie knew the effects of looks like those he
gave Brooke. A few hits of that would addict any sane woman. Why,
just look at the fool Michelle made of herself over Elliott. She’d
thrown herself at his cousin to try to make him jealous. Poor
girl.

Brooke deserved better. She deserved a man
who would build a home and a life with her. Not burn hot and die
cold. She needed steadiness, certainty. A man who would see what
Millie saw in Brooke, and want to nurture it.

Elliott should be with a girl like Michelle.
Someone young and vibrant who craved being swept up. Someone still
at the beginning in life, who had time to make mistakes, time to
learn from them.

“Screw this,” she mumbled and tossed her
drink in the garbage on her way out. If she didn’t go and do this
now, she’d be back at her low point, watching True Hollywood
Story’s, Have You Seen This Heiress?, again.

Her past, Kiki’s disappearance. The things
she tried not to think about.

Millie strode across campus. The cold wind
bit at her cheeks and hair. She shook off wishing AJ had come.

First of all, Kiki wasn’t an actress or a
part of Hollywood. Yes, most all her friends were. Rock stars and
movie stars. So, she supposed her disappearance’s inclusion in the
“Hollywood” series was not entirely off the mark. Still, a
stretch.

Maybe she’d watch it one more time after
locating Michelle. She could skip the party scenes and the smarmy
commentator who only got Kiki half right. She could go straight to
the interviews. The good stuff. All the attempts at an interview
with Glen. The clues. The last day of Kiki. Maybe she would pick up
on a clue, make a new connection that nobody had made.

Ross Hall came into view. Millie wiped her
nose.

The DVD was a bad idea. She knew that.
Holding her last day’s memories against the dramatized facts for
the thousandth time wouldn’t reveal what the police missed.

Millie was at a loss as to how she got here.
Was Kiki dead? Glen, the police’s only person of interest, couldn’t
have killed her. Her former lover might’ve been a cheater, but a
killer? Not likely.

The campus bell jarred her, marking four
o’clock. Millie scanned the area. Still no Michelle. Figures. With
her luck, she’d have to go in to find Michelle, strike up
conversation then have Elliott step right in the middle. Maybe AJ
was right. Maybe this idea stemmed from her own insecurities,
residue from finding her mom’s third husband in bed with Kiki’s
best friend. All Kiki’s fault.

She wasn’t Kiki anymore.

Her aversion to Elliott went beyond her past.
She had to trust her gut. This was the best next move. A few yards
away, she caught sight of blonde hair. Brooke? Millie’s heart
slammed. Brooke shouldn’t be here today!

Millie ducked her head and veered toward
another building. She paused near the corner, out of sight, and
watched. Turn, blondie, turn. Was it Brooke? The head turned. No.
Millie exhaled loudly. Then her neck hairs prickled. AJ. She sensed
him seconds before he spoke low, near her ear. Millie closed her
eyes against the thrill running through her. She had given up, but
he had come.

“Aren’t you going to check your trusty
photographic likeness again?” AJ said. She didn’t have to ask what
he meant. Her internet printout of Michelle’s profile page sat
folded in her pocket.

“No. I’m not. I’m good with faces.”

“I imagine you’re good with far more than
faces.” AJ stepped beside her. “Tell me, Millicent, will we look
odd standing about in the bushes?”

A tingle wiggled in her belly when she caught
his sweet scent. “Ah, who cares?”

“Wrestle down what you’re going to say to her
yet?”

Not at all. “Of course I have.”

AJ snorted.

“Sort of. Look, I haven’t gotten that far.
I’m better on the spot than prepared, any day. Besides, how
difficult can it be? Especially now that you’re here.”

He grinned at her in that way of his. The one
that made her all gooey and itching for more. Imagine what his
touch would do if one look—she dropped the thought before it
completed. Maybe later she’d indulge. Not now.

“Do you at least have a line of attack in
mind?”

“Of course.” Was it her or did every last
passing female look his way and sigh? “It’s not as if I need Brooke
to walk in on the two of them in action. Really just knowing he
gave in to any kind of urge with Michelle will be sufficient.”

“Blackmail?”

“Maybe.” Yes.

“What makes you think something hasn’t
already happened?”

“Because Elliott is too flipping honest. He’d
have said so, even in front of a table of strangers on a holiday.”
What was a former fling compared to a felon father, after all?
Either one had gambled his chances with Brooke.

They waited.

“You know,” she grumbled. “This whole thing
would be a helluva lot easier if the files they gave us actually
had anything in them.”

AJ shrugged. He didn’t need to say it. She
knew. Couldn’t be easy, wouldn’t be a punishment. Blah, blah,
freaking blah.

“The IRS has more information on people than
we do.”

“Probably.” He nudged her.

Millie followed the direction of his gaze.
Michelle. Front and center heading their way. Her pulse picked up.
Her first instinct was to hide. Thankfully, she remembered Michelle
didn’t know who they were and didn’t dive for cover. She was going
to do this, really and truly. She was going to contribute to
wounding her best friend? For the short run, remember? It felt like
the long run.

She faced AJ.

“Backing down?” he said gently, as though
doing so would be okay.

Shaking her head, she motioned AJ to follow
her. “Tell me more about how this works. Do they have to be alone
to administer it and have it work?” She should have paid better
attention during AJ’s attraction lesson. “Do they both have to be
there?”

AJ pulled her arm. “You make it sound like a
magic potion.”

Better yet, she should have done this before.
No use thinking about her failed matches now. “Well, isn’t it? Sort
of?”

“I’m no magician.”

“But, that is why you’re here, isn’t it? To
help me out and give Michelle some sort of love shot then watch
something happen?”

“Why did I hope you weren’t going to come to
your senses?”

“Because ye have little faith?” Millie said.
They didn’t have much time. “You’re here, why not try to trust me
now? Why not go for the gold?” She needed him. “Don’t tell me
you’re still against this?”

He didn’t answer her.

“Isn’t there some point when it’s my call, my
choice to live with?”

“Absolutely. Which is why I shouldn’t get
involved.”

Millie paused. Michelle had entered Ross Hall
some odd feet ahead and Elliott was stopped in conversation with
her.

Perfect, right? She looked to AJ.

He shook his head.

“Fine. Don’t do it yourself. Just tell me how
I can.” Her stomach squeezed tight. Queasy or not, she couldn’t
just leave.

Elliott glanced their way. Millie ducked near
a cropping of trees to their left, pulling AJ with her. Keeping one
eye on the pair and another on where to stand inconspicuously was
no easy feat. She stepped on AJ’s toe, almost kneed a bench and
still couldn’t decide what to do next.

Maybe she didn’t need to do a thing. Would it
be too much to hope Heaven would send a gift in the form of Elliott
screwing up right there for her to witness? Pretty please?
Unfortunately, his body language read like a do not cross sign.
Michelle was either clueless to how put off he was, or persistent
in the extreme.

The twenty-ish brunette angled her head and
batted her eyes. Submissive, yet seductive. Like a pro. One leg
out, a little shift here and lean there. Millie almost found
herself cheering the girl on.

Millie closed her eyes and asked herself how
sure she was about doing this. How badly did she really need
Elliott to show his true colors? Was there another way to get
Brooke detoxed from this guy, thereby free and clear for Jason?
“Just explain what I would do if I decided to,” she pleaded.

AJ eyed her a moment. “There is an energy
between them. In order to amplify that energy you would need to
give it yourself. In order to increase attraction, you feel it
yourself, then give it over to him. The same with love.”

Feeling attraction herself was no problem.
Not with him less than a foot away, oozing sex appeal. But, what if
she couldn’t direct it? And, what if she was wrong?

She hated uncertainty. This just wasn’t fair.
Seconds ticked by, then minutes. She had to choose. But the longer
Elliott stood there, unmoved by Michelle’s best ploys, the less
sure she became.

What would Brooke do? If it were AJ standing
there and Brooke could, would she test him? Would she stay out of
it? Or would she feel protective and fierce, ready to strip AJ down
to the truth?

Millie clenched her hands. She looked at AJ.
Empathy shone in his eyes. Leave it to him to empathize how twisted
this match had gotten her.

Why couldn’t Elliott be the one? It’d be so
much easier if Elliott were older and wiser, trustworthy. Young,
hot Elliott was too much a gamble with her best friend’s fragile
heart. Even if he didn’t use and discard Brooke within weeks to
months. Even if they managed to spend years together. Wouldn’t her
heart end up breaking worse?

As Kiki, she’d seen the ugly truth. Her poor
mom.

Brooke wouldn’t just be older, she’d be old.
While Elliott would be hitting his prime. Twenty something’s like
Michelle would still be lined up to take Brooke’s place. With every
passing year, the pressure on Brooke would close in tighter and
tighter. She’d be fifty, researching breast lifts, he’d be
thirty-five and distinguished. She’d be sixty-five, worried about
her chin waddle, he’d be adjusting to a few sexy forties’ grays.
He’d be the hot history professor on campus and every other co-ed
would be fantasizing about him.

Brooke would not test AJ. At most she’d stop,
watch and prepare a full report. Millie would want her to do more,
though, she realized. If it were her heart on the chopping block,
Millie would want to know. Black and white. No what ifs.

“Don’t do it,” AJ said softly at her side,
sending warmth through her. “Don’t let your fears infect what they
might have together.”

Millie couldn’t face him. Doing so would
force her to look away from the unfolding scene. Elliott maintained
total cool. Not interested. If anything, worse. He might be a
little disgusted with Michelle’s antics.

Crap. “What if I give her a boost right now?
A little extra confidence to make a move. Can I do that?”

“She doesn’t need it. She already wants
him.”

“But what if I did anyways?” Would Elliott
pass the test if Michelle tried to kiss him? In the end, though,
she wasn’t sure how and didn’t have the gumption for it.

“You will only hurt her. Humiliate her,” AJ
implored. “Look at him, Millie. He’s doing everything he can to get
out of conversation with her. He’s hardly making eye contact. He
finds her attractive, but he doesn’t want her.”

He doesn’t want her.

Millie could scream. She could stomp and yell
and curse Heaven, literally. And get campus security called on her.
Nothing like a set of bars to help a girl pout.

AJ took her by the shoulders and turned her
to face him. “This isn’t the answer, Millie. We still have
time.”

Millie pulled away. A lamppost nearby
flickered to life making her realize it was getting dark. Her eyes
burned and her breath steamed.

We still have time. Didn’t feel like
it. This match may as well be water falling through her fingertips.
The more she tried to shape it, to hold it, keep it, the more it
fell away. Like the only reason she was there was to feel it wash
over her. Leave her wet and confused.

Empty.

Her vision blurred a bit. Millie blinked it
back to focus on the pair inside the glass paned doors. Michelle’s
flirtation visibly sagged. A sulk began to take over the line of
her posture and tilt of her face. Rejection. Millie almost pitied
the girl.

Things would have been a lot easier for
everyone if Michelle had gotten what she’d wanted. Even for Brooke,
eventually.

“Let’s get out of here,” Mille said and
looked at the ground.

AJ wrapped his arms around her, held her a
moment then guided her back to the parking lot, not a single
I-told-you-so in sight.







Chapter Nineteen

What had Brooke gotten herself into?

Saturday morning, Brooke pulled her car into
Elliott’s driveway fifteen minutes early. He had said he was ready
when she called ten minutes ago. His voice had sounded groggy but
she believed him and hoped he would have the same thing she did on
his mind. Namely, a few stolen minutes, naked, in his bed? Or on
the sofa, or on the floor? Up against a wall? Three days without
him might as well be a year. She needed more.

Smiling, staring off into space, replaying
every minute over in her head didn’t help time fly. Last night
she’d slept like a kid on Christmas Eve. Visions of orgasms dancing
in her head. “This is not a date,” she reminded herself, killing
the engine. “This is business.”

Business. Once she felt his skin against hers
again, the heat of the most exquisite passion she’d ever
experienced again, it was back to business. Strictly. Brooke’s
insides quivered as she knocked on the door.

Elliott answered the door and the music of
Brooke’s libido screeched to a stop. What on earth was he wearing?
Better yet, why on earth was he wearing it?

His oversized slime green fanny pack nearly
blocked her way past him when he asked her to come in. The thing
cinched his faded, bleach spot splattered black sweatshirt that
might have read Jimmy Z at some point in time. The slime green
vinyl of it—unfortunately?—didn’t match his camouflage print cargo
pants. His usual brown tortoise shell frames were gone. Instead, he
sported bulky wire rimmed frames circa the Barney Miller Show.

“What are you wearing?” she asked. Where had
her hot, naughty lust slave gone?

“You like it?” Elliott grinned wide and
closed the door behind her.

Brooke clamped her gaping mouth shut,
reeling. Was he seriously going out in that getup?

If he noticed her speechlessness, he didn’t
show it. Brooke barely took in the brief tour of his home. The
décor was simple, tasteful, masculine. She hardly processed any of
it, even the outfit, until he headed for the door.

“Brooke, you’re not going to wear that, are
you?” he asked.

He wasn’t serious. Was he? She couldn’t help
it. Isn’t that what she was about to ask him? “Um, yes, I am going
to wear this,” Brooke stammered.

She didn’t even need to look at her plain
front khakis and fitted cable-knit sweater to know, she looked
great. She’d better look great after two days combing her wardrobe,
planning the perfect casual-but-alluring-yet-serious outfit to
arrive in.

“Do you dress like that for all your yard
sales?” Elliott said, eyeing her.

Brooke bristled. “Absolutely. Why wouldn’t
I?” Why wouldn’t he?

Elliott shook his head. He rubbed his chin in
thought. “You’ve been paying too much.”

“What? Paying too much? No. I’m a very good
negotiator. I pay fair price for my merchandise. And then I put a
modest markup on them.” Just because he wanted to be Indiana Jones
and Last Year’s Curtains didn’t mean he was some expert. “You’ll
see. I haggle with the best of them.”

Elliott grinned again. “You must be laughing
your ass off at me right now. But, trust me. It takes more than
good negotiating at these things. Image plays a huge role in
selling price. Perception is reality.”

“Yeah, right.” Brooke snorted. “Are you
trying to tell me if I show up looking like some fresh out of the
trailer—whatever it is you are trying to look like—I’ll get better
bargains?”

“Yes.” He wasn’t kidding. He wasn’t even
smiling anymore.

“Well, that’s ridiculous,” she said.

“Says you. Have you ever tried it?”

“Uh, no. I wouldn’t even go out looking like
that for Halloween. You couldn’t pay me to.”

“Mmmm. Sounds sexy,” he said. “Tell you what.
I’ll make you an offer. Dress like I am. No, wait, hear me out.
Dress down, just this once, just for today. Go yarding. If I’m
wrong, prove it. I’ll even cover all your costs for whatever you
want to buy today.”

Now he was really being ridiculous. She
wasn’t going to dress like him, like that. “No way.”

“Why not? Scared?”

“Uh, no. I don’t have the time to go home and
change anyways.” She didn’t even own anything remotely useful for
what he clearly had in mind.

“I’ll get you something to wear.”

Tapping her watch, she shifted one hip out.
“Interesting offer there, Handsome. But, I’ll have to take you up
on it some other time.”

He wagged a hand her way. “Uh-uh. Give me
five minutes,” Elliott said, then disappeared around a corner.

So much for the dirty, hot, take me now sex.
Damn it. Nothing sounded better than getting him out of those
clothes. The far wall near the stairs would be perfect for a quick
liaison, too. Those pants off, fanny pack out of site, sweatshirt
pulled up to expose tasty inches. Her hands pinned above her head,
his arms cradling her legs, pelvis diving deeper and deeper. A
shudder ran through her limbs, then halted. A raggedy red flannel
shirt whipped through her fantasy, evaporating it.

“Here. Put this on,” Elliott said. Enthusiasm
lilted his voice. “And I found this, too.”

Another fanny pack? How could he possibly own
not one, but two fanny packs? The second one was worse than the
first. The thing was actually sequined, hot pink flowers on gold
sequins. Red flannel and gold sequins? “I’ll look like a clown. A
trailer clown.”

Elliott chuckled deeply.

Brooke shook her head. Had to let him down
gently because he was popping with eagerness. “Elliott, I can’t
wear this. Thank you, really, but we’ll test your theory another
day, okay?”

The day after hell froze over, perhaps? The
day she clinically lost her mind, maybe?

“You’re scared,” he said, but not daring her
this time. He said it thoughtfully. Quietly. Like a scientist
making an observation.

“No. I’m not scared, per se. I just don’t
believe your theory and don’t care if I’m right or wrong. In fact,
even if you are right, I think I might prefer higher prices over
not looking foolish.” Imagine what Debbie would have said about
seeing her fanny packing instead of Juicy couture-ing!

He plopped a dirty, trucker style ball cap
on. “So, you think I look foolish.” A hint of humor teased his
voice.

“Well,” she said. Should she risk being
honest? One more hot naked night could be at risk. She turned to
the door. They really needed to leave if they wanted to get there
before peak rush. “A little.”

“That’s okay. I don’t mind,” Elliott said,
following her. “In fact, I kind of like it. I find it interesting
how different people treat you, look at you, or don’t even look at
you at all. It’s my secret disguise. No one recognizes who I really
am and I’m able to be a little invisible for a little while.”

“Invisible?”

He did give a very different impression, that
was for sure. Made her wonder, would she be so hot for him if she’d
met him looking like this? Would she have run instead of walked
away that day at the bookstore?

“Interesting.”

Elliott locked his front door. The morning
wind whined. “Should I follow you?” he asked.

“Huh?” He was pointing at his car, three down
from hers. Brooke swallowed. “No, I thought we could take mine, if
that’s okay. Unless you think you’ll want to leave early or get
bored.”

He tucked the red flannel and sequined fanny
pack under his arm and followed her lead. “Bored? Yarding? With
you?” He winked. “Not a chance.”

Was ‘yarding’ common slang for yard sale
shopping? No, she wouldn’t ask. She went any deeper and she’d end
up in Star Wars collectables territory or something. It was the
tiniest bit endearing. And the last thing she needed was more
sighing inside over his winks and quirks.

Ignoring the warmth spreading through her,
she drove them to their first stop off of Prater Way. The flannel
and fanny pack sat in Elliott’s lap. Every now and again, he’d fold
the shirt or toy with the fanny pack, make all sorts of obvious
noises to flirt with her attention. The whole charade should have
been annoying the hell out of her. Instead, she found it difficult
to keep a straight face. So much for strictly business.

If he kept it up, she’d start thinking he
looked pretty cute in those grandpa glasses. She could almost see
him, older, on a porch swing at sunset, his arm around her,
whispering all sorts of skin tingling nothings in her ear. The
warmth heated up a notch.

Elliott pointed out the house, just in time.
Any more driving and she might have pulled over and asked him to
neck. Neck? Yeah right.

“Last chance,” Elliott said, waggling the
costume before leaving it on the seat.

Brooke only grinned and they strode to the
sale. They walked together but split up upon arrival. Brooke
focused on product and did her best not to notice what Elliott did.
Part of her itched to stand back and observe. Did people really
treat him differently? Or was this part of the kid in him having
fun.

The kid in him. Did that make her too old for
this, or him too young for her?

Trying to focus, she went to a far table.
Novels. Dishes. Nothing she could use. A skinny-nosed, spiky-haired
woman sidled up to Brooke at the table. She inched closer and
closer, peering over Brooke’s shoulder. Brooke moved to another
stack. The woman trailed after, seemingly interested in whatever
Brooke might get to first.

Brooke found that a superior glare usually
discouraged these types, but it had no effect on the spry little
woman. Shaking her head, Brooke bent to a box and decided to ignore
her and her bird hair. Maybe some wide arms and pointy elbows would
send her the right kind of back-off body language.

No such luck.

Finally, Brooke gave up browsing until the
woman left. She stood to the side, near a table of knickknacks and
scanned the small area. Three other people milled about. Elliott
was talking to the apparent homeowner. He held a silver box
carefully in one hand, gesturing animatedly with the other. The
host nodded, smiled, spoke. Curious, Brooke drew closer.

“Oh, I don’t think it’s actually a Tiffany
piece,” the host said, rubbing his silver haired head. “Even if
it’s worth much, there’s no one to leave it to.”

Emotion shone in the older man’s eyes.
Brooke’s chest squeezed a little. She couldn’t see Elliott’s eyes,
only his somber nod.

“No grandchildren, huh?” Elliott said. He
traced the lid. “It’s really a nice piece. Where did your wife get
it?”

“Oh, I gave it to her. Twenty-first birthday
present. Found it in some old shop down in Kanab, Utah. I knew
she’d like it, Tiffany or not.”

“I’ll bet she did. It’s beautiful.” Elliott
turned the silver box with care. He lifted the lid. Closed it.

“Oh, yes, she loved that thing. I’d have
liked to give it to someone if they’d enjoy it like she did.”

“What did she keep in it?”

Brooke held her breathing in a little,
worried suddenly for him, for the old man. They were such personal
questions and the man had obviously really adored his wife. Was it
wrong for her to eavesdrop like this?

“Candy. Chocolates, mostly. She was a real
nut for sweets. Had them stashed all over the house. This one was
by the bed. I’d hear her hand scratching around the table in the
middle of the night digging for something sweet.”

Elliott chuckled along with the man. “That
story makes it even better. I think I know someone who would really
love this. How much can I give you for it?”

The old man put up his hands. “Not a penny.
It’s yours if you want it.”

“Oh, I can’t do that. Please, let me give you
at least what you paid.”

“Nope. You’re money isn’t good here. Knowing
someone will get a little bit of happiness from it like Opal did.
That’s payment enough for me. Opal would have wanted it that
way.”

Elliott bowed a little at the man. “Will do.”
They shook hands. “Where are you moving to? Someplace warm?”

The older man laughed and shoved his hands
into his pockets. “Don’t I wish it. No, I’ll be heading on up to
Montana. Outside of Billings. Friend of mine has a place. Good
fishing.”

Brooke turned away then walked away, her face
hidden in her hands. The hiccup of a sob threatened the top of her
throat. Emotion, raw and sudden, welled over her. She busied
herself over a cardboard box, wiping her stinging nose and eyes
before their moisture spilled for someone to see.

Ostrich lady moved in.

On an irritated sigh, Brooke strode to the
end of the drive. She wiped at her eyes, blinking the sting away.
She breathed in and out. In and out.

More shoppers arrived and crowded where they
could, worried they might miss something someone else had found. A
small laugh coughed out of Brooke, relieving the pressure in her
chest. She stole a glance Elliott’s way. No one went near him. In
fact, one rather single minded-looking woman walked right around
him without notice. Like he was part of the sale. Furniture.

Maybe it was the way he’d treated the sale
host or maybe she felt like an old stick in the mud that made her
think, how nice to be invisible to all the elbowers.

Once Elliott made his goodbye to the host,
handshake and all, they got in the car to leave. Wordlessly, Brooke
grabbed her costume. When he opened his mouth to speak, she
shrugged and put the car in drive.

“If this were yours, what would you keep in
this?” he asked after a moment, gesturing to his new box.

Part of her was disappointed he’d skipped
teasing her about her change of heart. “I don’t know. I don’t
really keep things,” she lied, scared his question was filled with
hope and meaning.

“Really? Not even mints or earrings or straw
papers twirled up in little springs?”

“Straw papers?” She kept her attention on the
road.

He laughed. “Long story. Seriously though,
there must be something.”

Sure there was. But the idea of telling him
such little intimate details made her heart ache. Those were the
things you were supposed to find out about the love of your life,
like that man and his wife. Things Jason should have known.

Elliott shouldn’t be the one interested. He
shouldn’t be the one making her hopeful. He shouldn’t be making her
wish for the impossible. “I don’t know,” she said.

She turned the car left onto Pyramid Way,
headed out toward Spanish Springs and wished the next sale were
closer. She shouldn’t adore the fact that he was asking her, or be
half hoping if he’d gotten it with her in mind.

“I’d keep wintergreen lifesavers in it,”
Elliott said. “The big ones you can get at the grocery store bins.”
He examined the lining of the box. “They crumble in your mouth if
you suck on them long enough.”

Lifesavers? Brooke bit her inner cheek. If he
kept all this cute up, she’d be pulling over and making out with
him on the side of the road for anyone to honk at. What was it
about him that got her so bundled up with emotion and girlish
longing?

That boyish smile? His unabashed sincerity?
Or maybe it was just the way he could look at her and make her feel
like she was all he saw. Whatever it was, this spending the day
doing business together had danger written all over it. Her heart
was still too vulnerable from the divorce. No, that wasn’t it. It
was still vulnerable from the idea that love still existed for her,
that Jason had only been a detour and that her path to love
remained open and waiting once she found her way to it.

She pulled to a stop at the light. Her belly
was tight and the back of her throat was tighter. The warm air from
the heater began to feel too hot and she thought about rolling down
a window. The next sale was two blocks away. Ditching this rotten
mess of emotions would be so much easier if they’d taken separate
cars. Why, oh, why had she fooled herself into thinking she could
handle this proximity?

Should have stuck to simple sex. Gorgeous,
hot, delicious trysts until she got her fill and said goodbye.

Before she could dwell or dwindle any
further, the next yard sale came into view. She parked, put on the
red flannel, the awful fanny pack then strode to the sale. Elliott
was close on her heels and silent. Contemplatively silent. One of
those silences when you just knew someone was sizing you up and
strategizing a move.

She couldn’t take any more moves. Her heart
was beating too hard and his smile did too many marvelous things to
her. She had no business dreaming of a future with him. So, she’d
stop. She’d find four or five things to sell if it killed or maimed
her, drive him home and leave. By herself.

On her own.

Alone.







Chapter Twenty

Elliott shoved his hands in his pockets and
walked slower. He hung back a little and watched Brooke begin her
attack at the sale. Like a force of nature. One table, the next,
seemingly oblivious to her surroundings or the crowd. Her arms
crossed over her so tight they might have fit a straightjacket.

She adjusted the fanny pack, tugged at the
flannel’s collar. Probably scared to death walking around in those
clothes. But damn it if she was going to let it stop her.

He almost laughed. She made a nice little
spectacle in her getup. The fanny pack sequins glinted in the
snatches of sunlight. The hat sat on her head like a box, and the
shirt could’ve been a dress. He wanted to laugh. But the large lump
in his chest wouldn’t move over for anything.

His mind reeled. Uh-oh. Lookout, folks. He
had fallen in love with her.

This would not be pretty. This wasn’t
supposed to happen. Not like this. Not this fast. This intense. But
there it was, the rush and crash of undeniable joy and fear.

If Brooke found out, even suspected, he had
zero doubts she’d drop him like fire. She viewed their
agreement—viewed him—as an indulgence. She didn’t want to let him
in. Probably anyone else, for that matter.

She must have lots of sturdy reasons why,
too. There were probably a few excuses he should have, as well.
But, he’d done more than let her in. From that first day at the
bookstore, he’d laid himself wide open. Now he knew why.

She was raw, hidden beauty, through and
through.

Whatever had happened between this sale and
the last, she’d changed. So had he. Or had he before and was only
now seeing it?

It hurt. His chest, his heart, his shoulders,
his mind. In that sweet, achy, wishful way of childhood. He should
have known from the start. Should have seen it coming. She did
things to him.

Being around her grounded him. Made him
bigger than he used to be. Braver. No, that wasn’t it. More
insightful? Suddenly, life, work, the past, his future all fit
together like an intricate mosaic enigma that had waited for her to
arrive and turn his perception just enough to see it.

They’d only known each other a handful of
weeks. Yet he felt he’d known her all his life.

Days in bed pouring his heart out like a
fool. He should have recognized it then. That invisible pull to
her, from the start, pulling like some addiction. So strong he
couldn’t ignore it. So fresh and real, he’d run from her after that
first night.

Brooke stalked each table, grabbing things,
setting them down. Haphazardly, shaking her head, nodding. Throwing
her hands up and dropping them.

He’d almost lost her because of his fear.
Then she’d come back. Life had brought her back to him. Like
fate.

Fate? If he let himself think like that, he’d
be bending on one knee and making a complete ass out of himself.
So, instead he hung back and watched, trying to absorb this strange
new clarity.

Was she talking to herself?

Elliott chuckled. The sound broke from his
chest and shattered the rock of fear inside.

Love. Brooke.

The only thing he had to do, really, was
sweep her off her feet and promise her the world. Then deliver it.
Not so bad.

Hell, she might even end up loving him
back.

If he played his cards right.

He kept his distance and his eyes averted.
Brooke finally made a purchase and they left. Drove to the next.
She stalked, bought and gave him a wide berth. He let his discovery
settle in. Love. In love with her.

What did he do now? What next?

He certainly couldn’t tell her.

The only thing his lovestruck, testosterone
filled brain could think of was getting her into bed again. Get her
into bed and never let her leave. A tremor tickled his stomach. He
craved her. But he fought the idea. Surely, an educated man such as
himself could rise above base urge and get creative. Sex was not
the way to Brooke’s heart.

Memories of her, nude and writhing in
pleasure, flashed in his head. Possessing her. Feeling the
vibration of her groan. Pleasure he gave her. That was what he came
back to, again and again. He imagined that flannel on his foyer
floor. Then on his kitchen floor, her thighs slung over his arms.
Him driving into her. Claiming her. Making her unable to ever
forget him. Making her feel, really honestly feel, what she did to
him, what he felt for her, if only for a few moments.

No. He should ease up instead, give her
space, time. The worst thing to do was smother her with need and
hope. She’d run.

By the time she pulled her car in front of
his house and parked, he was decided. No sex. Their silent ride
home screamed at him to back off. He’d listen.

After some small talk, and a quick goodbye,
Elliott made it into his house. He’d done it. She’d smiled, focused
on his chin. He’d nodded, clapped her on the shoulder. Friend-like.
He should feel better but his guts rotted with dread.

What if he never saw her again? What if he
never kissed those lips, touched her soft skin, again? But he knew,
he’d had to leave.

He laid his head against the door with a
thud. The dusty smell of the heater met his nostrils. He missed her
scent, missed her, all the more. He almost opened the door to wave
her down and stop her. And say what?

Emotion choked up his throat.

He threw her flannel bundle down and set the
box on the table. Her box. Maybe she’d overheard him asking about
it. Maybe that’s what had changed. The box and all his dumb
questions. Had he blown it again?

He’d just been so happy, had been having so
much fun. Not to mention the story the box came with.

He lifted his head, lovesick. A knock thudded
behind him. With a catch in his chest, he swung the door open,
unable to stop a thrill from springing upward. Brooke smiled
sheepishly up at him.

She’d come back!

“You forgot your hat,” she said.

“Oh.” Shit. The hat. His joy deflated.

She handed it over and lingered. He took it
and widened the door. He fought down jitters, kept his features
smooth. Cool as ice.

Inside, he was begging her to make a move.
Even a shrug, a flirtatious glance. A long pause. Anything to
encourage him. Because damn it, but he had to kiss her one more
time.

“Elliott?” she asked, eyes cast down.

“Yeah?”

“You were right?”

He swallowed. “About what?”

“The clothes.” She licked her lips.

Great. The clothes. Still, she hadn’t left.
Hadn’t met his eyes, but hadn’t left. “I’ve got all sorts of
tricks.”

“The thing is,” she said and shifted her hip
out. “I have a really hard time taking you seriously looking like
that.”

He looked down. The fanny pack bulged at the
faded sweatshirt hem.

“Maybe you could take them off,” she said and
looked up.

The bold, sultry glow in her eyes sent a shot
of adrenaline ringing in his ears.

Before he could manage a sexy come back, she
put a hand to his chest and backed him in. She shut his door behind
her. Her keys clanged against the tile flooring. Elliott closed his
mouth. Don’t say a word, some part of him yelled. Don’t
speak or you’ll screw this up.

She began at the fanny pack. It dropped with
a smack. She moved to his sweatshirt. He helped her pull it over
his head. She stood back then shook her head.

“Better. Definitely an improvement, but I
think I’m going to need more. Or should I say less?”

God, yes. Take it all. He quirked an
eyebrow, daring her.

Her eyes narrowed. Her fingers unbuttoned his
pants, unzipped the zipper and found his waiting erection. She
gripped his hard flesh in her hands. Elliott fought to keep his
eyes open, focused on her.

Letting go of him, she led him toward the
stairs. He prepared to go up them. She stopped, shook her head and
motioned to the wall. He liked where she was heading. He
followed.

He backed her against the wall, drew her
hands up above her head. Her eyes grew heavy-lidded, she licked her
lips. Part of him wanted to ravage her. He could, too. He sensed
that she wanted him to be rough and cold. Uncomplicated.

He couldn’t be. Not anymore.

Elliott clasped her hands in one of his and
trailed a line with his other down her arm. She closed her eyes and
leaned her head back. Elliott bent and kissed her earlobe, letting
his lips barely touch her skin.

Brooke pressed her hips forward into his. Her
hands strained in his. He refused to give in or rush. He wouldn’t
let her ignore the emotion coursing between them. Every caress,
every kiss, could be a word to express his feelings for her. He
couldn’t tell her, but he would let her feel his love.

She squirmed, he held tighter. She wriggled,
he kissed her longer, deeper. She responded, reluctantly at first,
then petulantly. At last, her resistance fell away. Gently, he
released her arms and lifted her into his.

He carried her to the stairs. She shook her
head. “Here,” she said, her head buried against his shoulder.
“Please, Elliott, let’s stay down here.”

Where was it she didn’t want to go? His
bedroom? Too intimate? Apprehension stabbed through him.

He strode to the living room instead and set
her on the sofa while he spread a blanket over the thick carpet.
Adding a few throw pillows, he tugged her by the hand to his
makeshift bed. She kept her gaze from his face.

What didn’t she want to see? Could looking at
him reveal, or expose, some secret emotion? And if so, hers or his?
God, he wanted to peel her hands away and just tell her. That he
wanted her, in every sense, for all his life.

But she was hiding. He pulled her hands away
but only to kiss the tips of her fingers before moving to her wrist
and up her arm. Her breathing picked up pace, matching his
quickening pulse. Her skin was so soft.

He could make promises. He could beg her to
believe, ask for a chance, a real chance to prove all her fears
unfounded. But then, he couldn’t be certain what those fears were.
Sure, he had ideas. Where did that get him?

Nowhere but here. Here in this moment, in
this chance to wait, to give her time and try to prove what he felt
in actions instead. He slowly undressed her, covering her body with
his.

Maybe it would be enough in the end. Shafts
of sunlight streamed over her naked curves, highlighting each
contour. He tipped her face to his and kissed her again. Nothing
else mattered but her and him, here and now.


Brooke returned his kiss with more ardor than
ever before. She breathed hard against his lips, sucking, licking.
He let her, choosing not to fight whatever it was she needed. She
took over, straddling his thighs and erection. With a gasp, she
took him into her. Her body was tight, wet bliss. Elliott held his
groan in check and watched her.

Her eyes stayed shut. Her head tilted
skyward, her hands raked his torso. He stiffened under her touch,
then relented, enraptured seeing her abandon herself to the switch
and pull of their movement, riding him, touching him. Moaning
wildly when he cupped each breast, teasing the rigid nipples with
his fingers. He massaged, he pulled each close and sucked, he let
her push away and watched her. She rocked her body with his again
and again. Feverishly. Then she stopped, clenched and climaxed
around him. With a sigh, she dropped to lay on him. He carefully
rolled their bodies over.

He made love to her slowly, tenderly, willing
every last drop of care forth. A gift to her. His bended knee, his
prize, laid at her feet.

Brooke’s eyes remained closed through the
end. She did not look at him, but her body spoke. Her back arched
in pleasure. Her hands roamed his chest and shoulders. She kissed
his neck and held him close.

“Brooke,” he moaned. God, she was perfection.
He wanted to tell her here, in this moment, but a thread of sanity
tethered his heart in.

Her slick heat clung to his stiff prick as he
stroked in and out, bringing her to another climax, fighting back
his own until he could no longer resist her. A perfect blissful end
of stars and light and sheer pleasure pulsed out of him. He knew
she felt it, too. She wrapped herself around him as if holding on
for her life. He held her close, drawing her safely back to earth,
praying when she landed he would not feel her slip away.

He continued to hold her close. A sigh
escaped her. “Elliott,” she whispered. She fell asleep.

Elliott moved carefully to her side, smelling
her candy scented hair and swallowed back the emotion that had
nearly split him in two only moments ago. Thankfully, clean sanity
crept back in. Logic. His pulse slowed and his mind calmed. He
directed his attention to how she felt in his arms, memorizing the
details. The way her leg lay limp and heavy against his thigh. The
bony press of her ankle on his calf. The softness of her hair.

By the time Brooke woke, Elliott was composed
and prepared.

She smiled crookedly up at him. “I fell
asleep again.”

“You did.” Unable to resist, despite the
voice inside him shouting, don’t go and scare her away now,
he winked. “I thought the guy was supposed to pass out after
sex.”

She looked at the ceiling. “And I’m supposed
to pout for more cuddles, right?”

“Exactly.”

Brooke laughed, then groaned, nice and loud
and long. Not good. With care, she unpeeled her body from his and
stretched. “Well,” she said, sitting up and hugging her knees. “I
have to go.”

He sat up. She stood. Panic lit inside of
him. When would he see her again? “Any sales tomorrow?”

“Nope. I’m surprised there’s been any this
winter, the weather and all.” She dressed without pretense. Her
voice was all business. Again. “I have enough merchandise to get me
through January. Maybe longer. I don’t know. If there are
more….”

Silence. Nice and awkward. He pulled his
pants on, put on his glasses and walked with her toward the
door.

“At least I didn’t wake up to a note this
time,” she said, leaning up to kiss his chin.

“Ouch,” he said and pulled her close. He
kissed her nose. “I’m never going to live that down, am I?”

She sent him an admonishing look past her
lashes. “Not likely.” She slipped her feet into her shoes. “It
wasn’t a very nice note, after all. Short, but not sweet if
you ask me. Not as cold as leaving no note at all, I suppose, but
still, not nice.”

Elliott frowned. He knew he’d waited too long
to call but how could his note have her so miffed? “Not nice? What
was so mean about it?”

She frowned, facing him. “Seriously? How
about ‘forget me’? I’ve never been asked to forget a person.
It stung.”

“What are you talking about? I never told you
to forget me,” he said.

Brooke snorted, gaze scanning the entryway
tile. She bent and retrieved her keys. “Uh, yeah, you did. I got
the note, remember?”

Elliott crossed his arms. Anger prickled up
them. Was she calling him a liar? “I wrote forgive me. Not forget
me.”

“But that doesn’t make any sense. ‘You fell
asleep, forgive me’?” She finger quoted the air and her expression
went well beyond disbelief. More like contempt. “I think I would
know the difference.”

“Well you’ll excuse me if I say you’re wrong.
I think I do know the difference. One, I have chicken scratch
handwriting, thus the brevity of the note. Two, why in the hell
would I want you to forget me? I spent three days in a mind fuck
trying to figure out why I liked you so much. I couldn’t forget you
if someone paid me, so I certainly wouldn’t ask you to.”

By the time he finished, her mouth hung open
and his arms were akimbo.

Brooke straightened, she snapped her mouth
shut. She shook her head and turned away. “I have to go.”

He didn’t miss the tremor in her voice. “No.
Don’t go. Not like this.”

She faced him. “Elliott, I can’t do this. Not
right now. I’m recently divorced and fighting my way to find my way
into a new life and… I just can’t handle this getting
complicated.”

“I’m not asking for anything, Brooke. I was
just setting the record straight.”

“But you said—.”

“I know what I said. Look, don’t worry about
what I said.” Shit. What could he do to calm her down? He tried a
smile, his best panty-melting grin. “Just think of it as you don’t
have to sleep alone tonight. No big deal.”

She scrunched her chin. “Alright. If you say
so.”

“I do.” He put his hands on her shoulders and
steered her to the door. “Now, get out of here before I attack you
again. You have work to do, remember?”

She scooted off, all that worry lining her
face moments before, gone. Elliott sighed inwardly. Disaster
averted?

Fifteen minutes later, his doorbell rang.
Elliott clapped his thigh in triumph. She’d come back again! He
managed not to sprint to the door but couldn’t stifle his joy.
She’d come back.

Ready to gather Brooke into his arms and take
her up the stairs, Elliott swung the door open. He stopped dead.
Millie stood on his doorstep, battle ready. Brooke was nowhere in
sight. The pit of his stomach steeped in dread.

“We need to talk,” Millie seethed and didn’t
wait to be asked in.







Chapter Twenty-one

Millie didn’t wait for an invitation.

“Sure. Please. Come on in,” Elliott said, his
tone menacing.

Mille rolled her eyes. So she wasn’t welcome.
Did she care? Not a scintilla. “Look. I’m not here to be rude.” She
strode to his living room, spun and faced him. “But I’m not going
to have this conversation standing on your doorstep. So, let’s play
nice and humor the rude chick for just a few minutes, shall
we?”

If she didn’t already want to shred his ego,
she might have been willing to give the guy credit. He wasn’t the
least bit intimidated or defensive over her arrival. Yet.

“Like I said,” Elliott gestured at the couch.
“Come on in. Any friend of Brooke’s is a friend of mine.”

Oh. He was good. Guilt jab to the heart.
Nice. “That is exactly what I’m here about.” She sat down and
didn’t wait for him to join her. “Brooke.”

Elliott scooped a blanket from the floor and
began folding it. He didn’t speak. Didn’t really need to. Here
about Brooke. No shit, Sherlock, right? Right.

Millie ignored his bare chest and met his
stare. “You’ve probably noticed a bit of animosity toward you on my
part.”

He draped a blanket over the chair and
crossed his arms but still didn’t sit. Fine. She could do this with
him standing.

“You don’t approve,” he said. It wasn’t a
question.

Damn it to fuck, where was the
presidential-esque speech she had all rehearsed before turning the
car off? “If you mean, I don’t approve of you and Brooke, then no.
I don’t approve. But, it turns out, that doesn’t matter.
Apparently,” she said, thinking of AJ’s painstaking, dreary lecture
this morning. “You and she are adults. Able to make adult choices.
Poorly thought out as those choices might be, I have no say
whatsoever.”

“Then why are you here?” Elliott’s brow crept
downward. “To warn me off?”

“No. I think we’re a bit past that. And,
according to some, I’m in no warning position. So, I’m here to try
to salvage this gigantic mess.” Her mess.

One of his golden brows quirked up above the
rim of his glasses. Why was he being so damned collected about all
this?

Millie wished she had a drink. This was going
to be harder than she imagined. Maybe she should have gone to
Brooke first. No. AJ and she had gone over this again and again.
This was the only way. She needed leverage. She had less than a
week to come to terms with the fact that Jason wasn’t looking like
a good prospect, but Elliott might be a viable one.

“What mess is that?” Curiosity tinged his
angry tone.

Inconceivable but true nonetheless. Elliott
Jovovich should have been long gone, hit it and quit it by now.
Three out of these three weren’t going to live happily ever after
unless Millie turned things around fast. The stupidest part of it
all was, while AJ had all sorts of forecasts, he wouldn’t give her
any specific advice. Nope. Just conjecture.

Oh, and she’d apparently caused a stir on the
other side.

Millie waved off the question. Too much
information and he would only think she was crazy. “It doesn’t
really matter.”

One, she hated that a whole section of Heaven
seemed to be sitting around taking bets on her matchmaking success.
Why should they even know about it, let alone care? She wanted to
tear up holy pages just thinking about it.

Two, the large part of the joke appeared to
be her total lack of information. Cover her eyes, spin her around
and laugh as she tried to pin the love on the donkey. All the
while, she was the ass.

Three, all she could think about was AJ.
Losing him. Not just losing him, but knowing a bunch of judges and
do-gooders watched and waited for it like a pack of hungry teens,
popcorn in hand, drooling over the impending carnage. AJ. Her heart
panged. She should have kissed him. More than that. She should be
tearing off every last stitch of clothing and give Heaven something
to stare at.

But she couldn’t. “What matters is
Brooke.”

“So you’ve said.”

Try and save Brooke or give in to pent up
lust and yearning. No time for both. In the end, Brooke won. Didn’t
look like Millie was going to get much more than a brief friendship
consolation prize for her, though. Not with her brain sticking in
reverse every other minute.

She cleared her throat and met Elliott’s
waiting gaze. He appeared unmoved by her stiff silence. “I need to
know how you feel about Brooke,” she bit out. This would all be so
much easier if she could see the chemicals.

“I don’t see how that is any of your
business.”

“Right. Well, uh, it is and it isn’t.”

“No, it isn’t. At all. And you should leave.”
His pecs flexed.

Millie put her hand up. A white flag wave of
sorts. “You win. Alright? It is none of my business. But, if you
would pretty please maybe have a seat and indulge me a little, for
Brooke’s sake, I promise, I’ll leave and vow to keep my big nose
out of it.” Liar, liar.

He took his time, but in the end, sat in an
armchair across from her. Better. At least they were eye level now.
Maybe she could get this right after all.

Now, where to begin? Oh yeah, and be sure to
leave out all the I’m-supposed-to-find-Brooke-true-love-or-lose-AJ
stuff. Check. “Elliott Jovovich. Middle child, felon dad, departed
mother. Never been in a serious relationship.”

“You’ve been paying attention.”

“I’ve been trying to but, in truth, Elliott,
you have been keeping me distracted from my real focus. Jason
Munkle.”

“Don’t you mean Brooke?”

She took a deep breath. “No. Right now, I
mean Jason. Brooke is my best friend. I know you know that so don’t
give me that what’s-the-point look, alright?”

He shrugged and leaned back. “What do you
care about her ex-husband? Better yet, why should I?”

Millie laughed and not because it was funny.
More from twinges of delirium. She’d been crazy to come here. She
couldn’t tell him anything and yet was supposed to get so much. The
way she was going, he’d be calling Brooke from the bathroom and
telling her about her backstabbing friend and poof, Brooke would
never speak to her again.

She plunged onward. “Brooke is still in love
with Jason.”

Elliott shook his head. “No, she’s not.”

Millie pressed her lips together. She
couldn’t hide her sarcasm. “Um, yeah, she is. And as her friend,
I’m trying to help her. In order to help her, I need her to face
her feelings about Jason.”

“And she can’t do that when she’s in my bed
all day.”

All week, technically. “Exactly.” Now they
were getting somewhere. “Jason’s mom is having a holiday party
tomorrow night and I’ve come to tell you, you are not invited.”

Millie bit down. Had she just said that? Now
he definitely knew about the party if he didn’t already and he’d
likely dig in his heels and make sure he was there. Oh well, no
taking it back now. All she could do was hope she hadn’t just shot
herself in the foot in her mouth.

Elliott continued to stare at her, apparently
unimpressed. So much so, Millie nearly repeated herself. She bit
down on her lip again, straining to maintain steely composure. She
was a warrior in the battle for love, friendship and AJ. This puppy
of a man would not take what was hers. Brooke had to either fall
for Jason or get over him. She had to be able to put that wedding
picture away.

Elliott’s silence pulled at her. She tried to
think of something smart to say. Some kind of winning closer better
than “What do I have to do to get you out of Brooke’s life
today?”

“What’s the occasion?” he asked.

Occasion for what? Oh, yeah. The holiday
party. “Does it matter?” she said, all ice and snow.

“You don’t know, do you?” he said and smiled.
Not a gloating grin, but more a smile filled with wonder. “You
think Brooke still loves Jason. That they have a chance.”

Wonder? She didn’t know what? What the party
was for? Not a clue. “Does it matter what the occasion is?” Not the
artsy-est of war answer, but not the worst either. All that
mattered was he wasn’t putting up a fight. Or did that mean he
wasn’t taking her seriously? Shit. How could she possibly tell? Get
a commitment. “Starting today, I’m going to do everything I can to
impress upon Brooke how wrong you are for her.”

“You mean you haven’t already?” He actually
sounded amused.

Could AJ be right? Could Elliott be Brooke’s
match? “If her best friend’s opinion doesn’t help get her head out
of the clouds, I’m sure yours will.”

“Mine?” His grin faltered.

“Yours. You see, not only will you be too
busy to go tomorrow,” she said, growing more confident with every
word. “You will also be too busy to ever see her again.”

He stopped smiling. “Or what?”

A tremor ran through her. This was the
moment, the kill, her last ace up the sleeve. She had no choice.
“Or Professor Shope will be apprised of your affair with a
student—his niece, Michelle.”

Elliott stood, his eyes narrowed. Was this
the part where he threw her out? Millie stood too, and headed for
the door. Her stomach had gone completely sour. But, she needed to
know he would choose Brooke.

“Michelle Shope won’t lie for you,” he
said.

Impressed that his mind got that far ahead,
she pressed on. “Oh yes, she will. I promise you that. But I don’t
really see how it will matter since you won’t do anything to force
me to make her.” Her belly felt sicker. She might vomit right there
on his tiled floor. Now that would be some closer. “All I need from
you, Elliott, is to know you’ll end today what you would be ready
to end a few weeks to months from now. No biggie. In fact, Michelle
is still interested, so you’ll have a warm body to kiss the
boo-boos.”

“I don’t know what to say,” Elliott said, his
even tone at odds with eyes ablaze with anger. “I can’t believe
Brooke trusts you. Don’t worry, though. I won’t be the one to tell
her who you really are. I couldn’t stand seeing her in that kind of
pain.”

Ouch, that stung. Bad. Worse than a backhand.
She almost wished he had just hit her. She suppressed the urge to
explain herself, the impulse to make him understand that she was
doing this for Brooke’s own good. If she was right about Jason,
Elliott was supposed to dislike being told what to do, but, with
his job on the line, should back down. Spit nails. Call her every
whore name in the book, but back down.

“You let me worry about Brooke.” She put her
hand on the door, hesitated. She still needed him to vow he’d stop
seeing Brooke. Or not.

“Tell me, will Gordon be at the party?” he
asked, a gleam in his eye that should have warned her.

She arched her eyebrows and narrowed her
eyes. If icicles could shoot out, they would. The kind of superior
sidelong look Kiki could make a man pee himself over. “Does it
matter who else is there?”

Elliott gave her a wide, beaming smile. “Only
if the dinner is in Jason’s honor and he has an announcement to
make.”

Millie’s surety faltered. What was so
flipping funny? And how did he know the reason behind Nancy’s
dinner? One more pathetic “does it matter?” on her part and she’d
laugh herself out of the door right along with him.

Deep down, something yelled at her to find
out. A small panic danced up her chest. “Why would Gordon be there
for an announcement?” Why would Elliott think his cousin being
there was funny? “If you think you can use Gordon as a way to go to
that dinner—?”

Elliott laughed throatily. “I’m not going,
Millie, but I wish I could be there. Except, I’ll get to hear all
about it. Probably long before it’s over. In small hurried phone
calls from the Munkle bathroom.”

Millie’s hand dropped. Calling her bluff
would not prove his mettle in her eyes. He had to see a serious
threat and then choose Brooke anyhow. “If you talk to…to…to Brooke
at all… I’ll send Michelle straight to Shope.” Her shoulders
hunched up, couldn’t help it. Why did an image of that bathroom
hallway flash, rewind, flash again inside her brain? Better yet,
why couldn’t she think enough to form words?

Elliott crossed his arms and slowly shook his
head. He closed his mouth and watched her, that damned half grin on
his face. She itched to slap him. But none of her could move as her
mind ran. Image to thought to possibility to conclusion. Her mouth
fell open. Impossible. It couldn’t be. Not Jason.

And Gordon?

“Yep,” Elliott said and he opened the door.
Pity shone brightly in his eyes.

“No.” Millie put her hand to her stomach. No.
Oh, crap, no, no, no, no, no.

“Yes.”

Jason’s longtime business partner, Zeke
Watts. So many business trips. Single hotel rooms. Then the
business dissolving. The divorce. The timing. Then the day at the
mall, Gordon showing up. Thanksgiving. The bathroom, the hallway.
Kissing.

Jason kissing…Gordon.

If there were a chair nearby, she’d have
fallen into it. Instead she sagged to the floor.

Gordon and Jason kissing. Oh, so much added
up. And she felt dumber than a pet rock. How did she miss so many
glaring signs? Jason wasn’t in love with Brooke. He might not ever
have been.

Her hands covered her mouth. Oh no. Did
Brooke know? Millie looked past her hands and only then realized
they were covering her face. Elliott had crouched in front of her.
Empathy softened his features. Understanding. Millie’s insides
coiled in anxiety.

He offered her a hand. She took it, glad to
have when she stood and felt her vision tip slightly. She leaned
against the wall. So this was what being knocked into next week
felt like.

“Does she know?”

“Brooke? No. I don’t think so. She hasn’t
said anything to me. Of course she hasn’t said much to me about her
past… or present.” He shoved his hands into his pockets. “Still up
for blackmailing me?”

Blackmail? More like bluff called. Throwing
around threats she’d never have acted on hadn’t seemed so risky a
moment ago. Even tossing Michelle’s name out had seemed safe. In
truth, she didn’t know if she could make the girl do anything even
with AJ’s help.

Now, Millie didn’t know what she was up for.
Her brain was swimming through panic and consequences. She’d gotten
it all wrong. Everything. She was going to fail Brooke. She was
going to lose AJ. She couldn’t even say if Elliott was worth
Brooke’s love.

If she didn’t leave now, she would puke in
front of Elliott. His kindness was like strong perfume on top of
her nausea of realization. It had her thinking all sorts of
impossible things. Like maybe he was the one for Brooke.

But how could she know, really know, he
wouldn’t end up hurting her?

“I need to find Brooke,” Millie said, his
question forgotten. “Do you know where she was going when she left
here?”

Elliott nodded. “Home.”

She didn’t bother saying goodbye or thanks or
another word. She couldn’t. Not with her guts wrenching and mind
twisting. She’d just laid some pretty healthy bullshit at his feet
and he’d been chivalrous.

He wasn’t exactly what she’d thought. Not
heroic, but not rotten. Not shallow. Fine. Good. So what? The
winter sun beat hot on her face. Her eyes and nostrils stung.
Someone’s wood burning stove stunk the air up. She strode down the
street to her car.

She had to find Brooke. No, wait. Think. What
would she say to her? Hey there, just came from threatening Elliott
to force him to dump you. Can you believe what he made me figure
out? Your ex-husband is in ‘the choir’. Yep, ‘the industry’. Light
in his loafers. Queer as a three dollar bill.

Gay. Debbie Bigmouth had gotten the subject
right, just the object wrong.

Millie knew why she had missed it. Neither
Gordon nor Jason gave off even a hint of pour homme scent. Well,
maybe Gordon. But Jason? Not at all. He was too corn-fed and jock
jawed. If a coming out party was Nancy’s plan tomorrow night, or
Jason’s for that matter, she couldn’t send Brooke in to be
blindsided.

How could she tell her pour homme though?

Oh, and what was I doing at your
boy toy’s place? Following you. And how did I happen to
know anything about him? Because I’m a love spy. It’s your lucky
life, Brooke m’dear. You get to fall in love.

Right.

Home it was, then. To AJ. Was there a way to
turn this around and get Brooke matched with Elliott? A spark of
hope formed in her chest.

Once in her car, Millie’s phone rang. It was
Brooke.

Panic laced her voice. “Can you come
over?”

“Sure,” Millie said, ignoring her lower bowel
buck at the very idea. She needed to get her bearings around this
huge change of plans. “I can come by. When?”

“As soon as possible. Can you come now?”

Millie wouldn’t lie to herself. She couldn’t
go there until she had at least an hour’s worth of AJ pep talk. She
looked at the dashboard clock. Six o’clock already? Three days left
to losing him.

“Is seven-ish okay? I can bring take-out?”
and buy herself a little more time.

“That long?”

Millie winced. “Yeah. I’m tied up until then.
But you got me all night after, I promise. What’s going on?” Millie
just couldn’t resist asking.

“Oh, nothing life threatening. I just think
I’ve made a gigantic mistake and need your cool head to help me
figure out what to do next.”

“Sounds deep. Should I bring pizza and beer
or Chinese and sake bombers?”

“I don’t think I can eat. Bring wine, though.
I definitely am going to need lots of vino.”

Yeah. Millie, too. “Do I get a hint?”

“Only, if it will get you here faster.”

“Okay. It will.”

“How about, somebody is about to suffer a
very broken heart.” Dread weighted down Brooke’s voice.

Millie didn’t need to ask whose. Elliott’s
heart wasn’t just on his sleeve; it was in his eyes, in his voice.
Talk about head over heels. Ready to leap in, guts first. But
Brooke wasn’t in love with him. So much for a match. Millie hung up
and sped home, ready to run straight into AJ’s arms. She’d fall
into him, press her lips to his, and rip his clothes off. She’d beg
him not to talk or think. Plead with him to give in to her every
wish.

Then she’d help Brooke face Jason’s news,
help her let Elliott down gently. But that was it. Too late for
more. Elliott wasn’t the jerk she’d assumed, but Brooke was still
Brooke. And she had come out of her Elliott fog all on her own.

She let out a heavy sigh. Millie’s last three
days in this assignment were for AJ. If she had to say goodbye, she
would do so naked, moaning his name first.

If he’d have her.







Chapter Twenty-two

Millie dropped her coat to the floor. She
slid her shoes off. AJ was officially up to speed and looking
irresistible in his tattered jeans and snug T-shirt. The
desperation and self-disgust coursing through her had somewhat
diminished.

Standing there, waiting for him to react, the
realization that she was going to lose him overshadowed failing
Brooke. Unfortunately, her elocution hadn’t yet moved him, not even
the Jason-is-gay part. He tapped his fingers to his chin. His gaze
remained contemplative. Her gaze found his mouth and watched his oh
so kissable lips. Lips she longed for. She would soon be as alone
as the day she’d been sentenced. No Brooke, no AJ. No one.

“Have you considered the idea that Brooke
might be in love with Elliott?” AJ asked, breaking into her
reverie.

She needed to be near him. He backed away by
inches when Millie walked toward him. Could he sense what she hoped
to do? Did he feel her longing to disappear into sensation, into
him?

Millie strode toward him, her limbs buzzing
in anticipation. “No. She sounded panicked, not thrilled.”

AJ put the sofa between them. Short of
leaping over it and into his arms, she had to walk around. She took
her time. AJ was keeping his distance. After two years of innuendo
and flirtation, what if he rejected her?

“Elliott didn’t get angry when you threatened
his position?” AJ stepped back again, gestured like an attorney
addressing a jury. “He didn’t throw you out?”

“Elliott was actually nice about it,” she
said, only about half aware anymore of the conversation. “I dangled
his career in his face and then he pitied me when—genius that I
am—I finally figured out what is really going on.”

Everything had fallen apart, all her flimsy
little love match stitches had come undone. She’d completely
misread Jason Munkle. Toyed with Elliott’s career and in the end,
Brooke would be alone. Alone and betrayed by her best friend. All
Millie had left was AJ.

The rest was over now. Or would be in three
days, days she had to stuff full of memories with AJ. Of course,
that would be a lot easier if he could stop retreating and just
kiss her. He just kept eyeing her, thinking.

Millie put her hands on her hips. They
yearned to feel him. She gave up. Maybe he would come to her. Two
years of unspoken promises building between them crashed down on
her heart. She needed him and begging would be really hard for her.
But she would beg.

AJ licked his lips. His eyes burned when at
last they met hers. She let herself believe they burned for her.
“What is really happening here?” he asked.

“Like I said when I came in. I can’t match
Brooke.” Her voice was pitchy. She tried to level it. “I failed.
It’s over.”

Her thighs warmed as her words’ ramifications
welled inside her. Why had she waited all this time? What had she
been thinking to avoid these emotions? To deny the way he made her
feel?

She’d been scared. Rightfully so. In all Kiki
Kent’s escapades and affairs, never had she felt like this. What AJ
did to her ran deeper and purer than any worldly experience. He was
more man than any woman should have to resist. Now she was ready to
risk dying in the flames. Just one problem: How does one seduce
perfection?

“Elliott loves her,” he said thoughtfully,
invading the silent air.

“I’m pretty sure, yes.” She winced inwardly.
The truth hurting. “He stood his ground against me. Yet he didn’t
gloat much when he won. I misjudged him.” Completely.

Too late now.

“Are you certain she cannot love him as
well?” AJ put his hands out as though making an offering.

“You didn’t hear her voice. She’s seriously
terrified. My guess is, he told her and she is freaking out.”
Millie shook her head. “Besides, I don’t see how she could. Brooke
cares too much about order to risk being with a guy like him. Too
rebellious. Too complicated.”

He stepped toward her. His bare chest flexed
as he moved. “Could you be wrong?”

“I’d say I’m really good at being wrong, but
I don’t think I am when it comes to this. In fact, Brooke
practically begged me to come over twenty minutes ago. I think
she’s freaking out about how Elliott feels about her.”

“Can you be certain?”

She thought about it a moment. Certain? “How
certain?”

AJ continued. “If what you say proves true,
might Brooke simply be too scared to admit to her own
feelings?”

Well, Millie definitely knew how that felt.
But Brooke? Neat and tidy and grounded Brooke?

“Millie, if she is in love, don’t you
realize, you might be able to bring them together?” He drew closer
with each word, his gaze mesmerizing her. The air grew electric
between them. “You could still have time to match Brooke.”

Millie swallowed. “But, he’s all wrong for
her. He’s risk and change and everything she fights against.” All
she could think of was kissing him, feeling him. Touching his bare
skin. “How? What could I ever I possibly do in three days
time?”

He only nodded, coming closer. “What we need,
we fear.”

Her heart thrummed, her body purred. “No. Not
just fear. It’s who she is. She needs someone stable. Someone who
won’t leave her in ten years because he’s come to his senses and
fallen for a student.”

He stopped in front of her, mere inches away.
“That’s your fear. You aren’t giving her a chance.”

“It’s too big a gamble. It’s her life, AJ.
Her heart. She’s my best friend and you’re asking me to gamble on
her whole future.”

“It’s her gamble.” He reached out and tucked
a lock of hair behind her ear. His hand grazed along her cheek.
“You’re not giving her a chance. Think about it,” he near
whispered.

Her breaths came fast and hot. Her mind
warred between her attraction and her duty. If he was right, could
she help Brooke face her feelings? “He’ll have told her what I
did.”

“He may not have.”

“If Brooke is in love with Elliott, then I am
up for the world’s biggest idiot award.” She leaned in closer. “If
they are a match, what have I been doing all this time? Besides
getting everything wrong?”

AJ grinned mischievously. He bent closer and
stroked her cheek. “Maybe you didn’t get anything wrong.”

She tore her gaze from his mouth. “No, I did.
I guarantee I did. I blackmailed Elliott, was ready to kidnap
Jason, maybe even drug Brooke.” Her libido hummed as he drew
tantalizing circles over her palm. “I didn’t even guess about
Gordon. I’ve gotten it all wrong.”

“Exactly.” Gently, he pulled her down to the
sofa with him. “Hear me out.”

Millie exhaled. Her senses drank him in. His
scent, his deep tone of voice, his very nearness. Three days.

“How did they meet?” he asked.

Why did his voice have to be so melodic? It
was beyond distracting. “He’s her history class’ assistant
professor or something. She turned in a paper to him…no, wait.”
Millie racked her brain. There was something more there. “They
might have met before that. At The Book Exchange maybe?”

AJ cocked his head, grinning. “When?”

“The day I stood her up.” Millie inhaled
sharply. “Oh, you have to be kidding me. You’re saying I’m going to
get credit for matching Brooke because I ditched her to break into
her apartment only to lead myself onto a wild goose chase after
Jason?”

“No, I don’t think accidentally throwing them
into each other’s paths is enough.” AJ scrubbed a hand over his
face. “Not enough to keep me here, anyway, and that is what we need
right now.”

You want to stay? A secret part of her
craved confirming she meant something to him, that in some way, he
needed her too. In the end, she only looked at him for a long
moment, the question unspoken. “But, do I still have time to fix
this?” Millie finally asked.

His eyes lowered to her mouth. “Three days
time.”

“I could kiss you,” Millie said quietly. She
could lean in, press her lips to his, breathe him in, taste him. A
quickening rippled through her.

AJ didn’t falter. His expression remained
placid, but his eyes burned hotter. Was he leaving it up to her?
Would he back away or did he want her to cross this line between
them?

She doubted she would be able to stop if she
started anything with him. He would have to. And she would likely
beg him not to. Then what? If she matched Brooke and he could stay,
and she had made a fool of herself, how could she live down the
next umpteen years with him?

“I can give you something powerful,” he said,
tingling her palm with another circle.

Her heart peppered with hope. Her mouth
watered. “Powerful?”

“Yes.” He brought her wrist to his lips. “My
most potent cocktail. You’ll have to make certain only Brooke gets
it and that she and Elliott come together before it wears off.”

Chemistry? Yes, of course. For Brooke and
Elliott. A strand of reality fell through her fog of desire. “But I
thought it was all about energy and focus. Are you saying you can
make some sort of potion?”

“It’s complicated and with as little time as
we have left,” he said, slowly lowering her wrist. “Perhaps I can
extrapolate on the topic another time?”

Millie nodded, wishing her wrist wasn’t now
lying limp on her thigh. “Brooke wants me to come over right now.
Maybe I could somehow undo my blackmail blunder and convince
Elliott to come over, too?”

AJ nodded thoughtfully. “If she does love
him, the concoction will force her to realize it. But, if she
doesn’t…well, she’ll still need him, but things could get ugly. Can
you make certain he’ll come?”

“I don’t know. I think so.” His face seemed
to draw closer with her every word. “I can show up, apologize,
grovel….”

AJ closed his eyes. His breath tickled
against her neck. “Millicent?”

She could smell his minty breath. Her hands
gripped the sofa edge. “Yes?”

He opened his eyes and what shone there
pierced her. “I need you to be stronger than me right now.”

Stronger? How could she be the stronger one?
She was only human and wanted him so badly her whole being hummed.
“I don’t want to be strong, AJ. I want to give in. What if I fail?
What if Elliott has told Brooke what I’ve done? Three days are all
we—.”

“Shh,” he interrupted. He touched her hair,
trailed a finger down her jaw. “I’ll be here. I know you can do
this, Millicent. Don’t expect the worst. But you’re too damned
tempting looking at me the way you are and you smell so good.
You’re doing things to me and I don’t think I can be a gentleman
right now.”

Hidden parts of her melted with every word.
How could she move away?

“Please,” he said, his voice strained.

Her belly trembled. Her body begged her to
give in, to forget everything. He wouldn’t refuse her. He wanted
her just as much as she wanted him.

He might regret it, though.

She couldn’t afford that. She wouldn’t do
that to him. Scooting away helped. Every additional separating inch
helped. Soon, she stood on her wobbly legs and her head began to
clear.

AJ stood as well. He didn’t look at her.
“Give me half an hour and I’ll get you what you need.”

His innocent words wrought images of him
inside of her. His mouth on her breast, down her belly, between her
open thighs. She nearly groaned, knowing he would not, in fact,
give her what she needed. Not today. But he would give her the
chance to make things right for Brooke. If she wasn’t too late.







Chapter Twenty-three

Brooke smoothed both hands over her hair
again. Her reflection in the bathroom mirror looked far better than
she felt. Her skin glowed, her hair swung neatly back into place.
Inside, her heart raced, her skin flashed with warmth. Her belly
fluttered. Love? Terrifying, complicated, and messy love?

This was not supposed to have happened. Not
to her. Not like this, with him. When her heart wasn’t quaking in
fear, it soared, buoyant as a balloon.

Nothing could be worse than this. She was a
merry-go-round kind of girl, not a roller coaster chick. They made
her puke.

Brooke left the bathroom and paced the length
of her apartment.

Any minute now, Mille would be here. Given
that Brooke had kept Elliott a secret for so long, she might have a
lot of explaining to do when she got here. But, oh well. She
couldn’t hide him, or this, any longer. Millie would just have to
understand. Wouldn’t she? She wouldn’t feel betrayed that her
closest friend hadn’t trusted her with her biggest secret, would
she?

Brooke couldn’t stomach that potential pain
now. She had to focus on the Elliott issue.

Millie would understand. Then, together,
they’d figure out what to do, how to wrap Brooke’s brain around the
last few weeks’ events. Jeez. Weeks? How could so much happen in
such a small window of time? It wasn’t possible, was it? No.

Her stomach ached. Sick, but not queasy. That
roiling sensation that forms as the metal cart ratchets higher,
closer to the lip of a drop that falls from view, and all you can
do is scream and hold on for dear life.

She perched on the sofa arm and chewed a
nail. The TV Guide channel scrolled the evening’s menu but she
didn’t read a single listing. She counted them instead. Twenty-one,
twenty-two, twenty-three. What if she hurt Elliott? What if she
hurt him so badly she ruined all women for him? What if she
devastated him? How could she withstand to hurt him at all? He was
so sweet and open and brave through their relationship so far. If
she could even characterize it as a relationship.

The alternative was too much to consider,
though. It wasn’t as though she could be with him. The odds were
simply too stacked against a relationship like theirs. She didn’t
even know how too young for her he even was yet. There had to be a
way to resolve this without crushing him.

He was in love with her.

She wished she knew what to do, how to
feel.

A knock sounded, snapping her out of her
muddle. “Finally!” Brooke rushed to the door. She swung it open.
“Nancy? I thought you were…I mean, uh…hi there.”

Shoulders scrunched up to her ears, Nancy
Munkle waved rapidly.

Brooke shifted. “What are you doing
here?”

“Brooke, honey, be a dear and invite an old
lady in. It’s freezing out here.”

Alright. “Of course, come in.” Stepping back,
feeling her spine ramrod straighten, Brooke remembered to shut her
gaping jaw. “How are you?”

Funny how some things never changed. Nancy
always had a knack for easing a person into comfort and approval,
then wham, she nailed you to the wall. But, with what? What on
earth did Nancy have to nail Brooke with? Nancy no longer had a say
in Brooke’s life. She’d lost that delusional right almost two years
ago. Surely, one Turkey Day dinner hadn’t placed some accidental
deposit in the Munkle guilt bank.

Wringing her hands and fumbling with her
coat, Nancy scanned Brooke’s apartment.

“Nancy,” Brooke said to break the silence.
“Can I get you something? Water?”

“Oh, no thank you. I don’t want to trouble
you.” She hardly looked Brooke’s way. “Oh, just look at me. Honey,
tomorrow night has me so nervous and I can’t think in that house. I
got in my car and you know it practically drove itself here.” Her
eyes flitted from wall to floor to sofa to entryway table.

Brooke had the silly urge to stand in front
of her and cover things from view. Like the room was naked or
something. “I didn’t know you knew where I lived.”

“Christmas card.”

What was she looking for? “I’m sorry?” Brooke
wanted the woman’s eyes on her. Not on the room, hunting for
something in the midst.

“Your Christmas card return address, dear. I
wrote it down.” Nancy pulled at her scarf, taking a breath like the
thing had been a noose. “It’s lovely. Very quaint. Tasteful.”

“Thank you. Come in,” Brooke said. Clearly,
Nancy’s real agenda wasn’t going to be quick.

Millie’d be here soon. Remembering so did
wonders for her defenses. They relaxed, recalled the fact that this
woman was no longer her nosy, busybody mother-in-law, well-meaning
or not.

“I don’t have much to offer you. Water, diet
coke?”

“No, thank you. I can’t stay long. I have a
coffee cake to finish. You know, I left the batter right on the
counter. Oh dear.”

Brooke wasn’t sure she should leave Nancy
alone anyhow, so sat down, gesturing for Nancy to join her. “What
will you be serving tomorrow?” Brooke asked.

Nancy looked over, her eyes widened. She sat.
“Pot roast.” Her voice quaked. She pressed her hand over her mouth
and began to weep.

“My goodness, Nancy, what is it?” Brooke
scooted closer and went to hug her. “Don’t cry.”

Nancy backed away, flapping a hand in the
air. “No, no. I’m fine. Just a bit overworked today. Nothing to
fuss over.”

Nancy stood and began pacing. Brooke stuffed
her hands under her thighs. Her confusion mounted by the second. An
awful need to see the woman gone took hold. It grew and tightened
until Brooke found herself foraging for lies good enough to make
Nancy cease walking the length of the windows and out the door
instead.

“I don’t want to rush you off, Nancy,” she
said, feeling the press of the woman’s silence. “But, I was just
leaving to leave to pick up some dinner.”

Nancy’s head tilted and sharp accusation
shone in her eyes. “I see. You don’t want me here.” She nodded and
strode toward the door. “I understand.”

Nausea swarmed Brooke’s stomach. And anger.
How dare this woman barge in on her, make a spectacle of herself
and then stab her with a look like that? What did Nancy have to
accuse her of? Not to mention the guilt dripping off every
word.

Let her stew in it. Brooke strode to the
door. She had half a mind to demand an explanation. But her sane
rational parts whispered for Brooke to let it go. It wasn’t worth
the dramatics. Nancy wanted to satisfy her own twisted needs.

“Like I said, I was just leaving, Nancy.”

Anger burned up Brooke’s throat nonetheless.
Maybe she would call Jason. He certainly would be interested in
what his mother was up to. If he was moving on with his life, his
mother poking around in his past would piss him off good. Better
yet, maybe she’d skip tomorrow’s party. Show Nancy she was willing
to walk away, family or not.

“Of course you were.” Nancy tossed one end of
her knit scarf over her shoulder, nearly hitting Brooke in the face
with the frayed ends. She faced the door. She halted. Turned. Her
gasp echoed off the narrow walls. Too late, Brooke saw what snared
the woman’s attention. Too, too late. Nancy snatched the framed
photo and clutched it to her bosom.

“Nancy, that’s not what you think,” Brooke
said, unsure how to explain.

Tears shone anew in Nancy’s eyes. “Of course
it is what I think. You still love Jason! Sure you do. This proves
it. Oh, Brooke, honey, you still love my Jason.”

“No, Nancy. I don’t.” In fact, Brooke
couldn’t honestly say she ever really had. Not now. Today, with
Elliott, things had changed. “I’m not in love with Jason.”

“How can you say that?” Desperation rang
Nancy’s words. She shoved the photo toward Brooke. “Look at the two
of you! If that isn’t love, what is it?”

What more could she say? Wrong or not, she
didn’t have the heart to break Nancy’s. “It’s just a picture.”

Nancy shook her head. “No. It’s love. You two
just have forgotten somehow. Gotten lost in the crazy world we live
in. Believing in fairytales and lies.”

“The only fairytale I ever believed is in
that picture. And I’ve grown up. The story ended.”

“Then why do you have it? Why do you have it
sitting here for everyone to see if you’re so independent and grown
up?” Her chubby finger poked upwards. “Why isn’t it hidden away in
some box if you don’t still love him?”

Brooke had never seen her so mad. Nancy’s
hands were shaking, her voice growing shrill, scaring Brooke and
angering her all over again.

“You want to know why?” Brooke asked. “So
that every single day, I can see what I wasted fifteen long, lonely
years on. That’s why. Every day, as I try to go out into the world
and find my place in it, I remember.” The dam broke. She forgot
about feeling sorry for the woman. “I remember that hope isn’t
enough. That being true to myself is what matters. Your son, on my
wedding day, is my motivation to never give up myself again,
Nancy.”

Nancy gasped. Her tears gathered and spilled
as her shoulders shook. Gently, she set down the picture then
buried her face in her hands.

If only Brooke had seen the signs from the
start. Thanksgiving dinner. Their conversation. The invitation for
tomorrow’s party. Brooke wouldn’t be surprised at all if tomorrow’s
dinner was no more than a plot to try to get Jason and her back
together.

“Nancy,” Brooke said, putting her hands over
hers, pulling them down so she could see her eyes. “I loved Jason
very much. I miss being his wife very much. But not because of
love, because I miss being a Munkle.”

“You’ll always be a Munkle, dear.” Her words
came wet and hiccupped.

“Thank you.” She brought Nancy back in and to
the sofa where she sat her down. “That means so much to me,” Brooke
said, feeling like the planet’s biggest bitch. How could she have
let Nancy get to her and then unleash on her like that? All Nancy
wanted was the security of seeing her son happy. She got Nancy a
glass of water and one for herself. She wished her water was wine.
Where was Millie?

“Nancy, I need you to understand,” Brooke
said, holding onto her glass. “Jason and I might, one day, be able
to be great friends again. But that’s really all we ever were. I
deserve more than friendship. Jason deserves more than
friendship.”

Nancy nodded, set down her water. She met
Brooke’s gaze. “My baby boy, my sweet Jason. Oh, Brooke, it isn’t
you. And I couldn’t help but try.” She sighed heavily. “You see, my
Jason has gone and become a faggot.”

Brooke’s mouthful of water spewed out.
“What?!”

Nancy half laughed, half sobbed, wiping at
the droplets beading her blouse. “It’s true. Jason thinks he’s a
gay. A bonified homo. I begged him to tell me it wasn’t true. Just
a phase. Some weird post divorce thing, a sex disorder. Something.
Anything but queer.”

Brooke’s mouth went dry. “Jason told you he’s
gay?”

Nancy nodded.

“Gay gay?” Brooke gulped. Nancy must be
mistaken. “Not happy gay? Sex with other men and not women
gay?”

“Yes! But Brooke, you can’t say a word. I’m
not supposed to tell you. I’m not supposed to tell anyone. Can you
believe that? He actually expects me to keep it a secret? Do you
know how hard it has been to look you in the eye all this
time?”

“You’re not supposed to tell me?”

“He wants to be the one to tell you.”

The room grew smaller, hotter. “You said ‘all
this time’. When did he tell you all this?”

“Before Thanksgiving. Why do you think I made
him invite you?”

“Because you love me?” She stood up, fanned
her face. “Because you missed me and finally got over the fact that
I divorced your son?”

“No, dear.” Nancy wiped her cheeks. Humor
flashed in her eyes. She even had the gall to sound relieved. Like
Brooke was her confessor. “I was hoping you two would see each
other and he’d remember he spent fifteen years in heterosexual
bliss with you, of course.”

Of course? Brooke’s hand waffled in the air.
How was this even possible? She hardly found words. “So, the party
is…?”

“He’s coming out. He’s met someone and wants
to make the whole mess official. I don’t really know why I agreed
to it. False hope having you there might change things, I suppose.
But then it didn’t change things before, did it?”

A knock sounded at the door.

“Oh dear. Are you expecting someone?”

Brooke vaguely nodded. “My friend
Millie.”

Nancy smoothed her jacket and rose to leave.
Brooke followed her, dumbstruck. Memories flooded her mind,
absorbing this one new detail, morphing around it. Jason couldn’t
be gay.

“I will see you tomorrow,” Nancy said, a plea
in her tone. “And please don’t tell him I told you, Brooke. It
would just break his heart. He really cares about you.”

Another knock came. A muffled “It’s me,”
through the door.

Nancy opened it. Millie spilled through, arms
full of bags, and almost pushed Nancy over.

“Oh, pardon me,” Nancy said, bright as a
Sunday morning. “Good to see you again, Millie. Unfortunately, I’m
just leaving. Brooke, I’ll see you tomorrow night.”

And then Nancy was gone.

The front door hushed closed. Millie swept
by.

“What was she doing here?” Millie asked from
the kitchen, making the word “she” sound like a murder charge.
Cupboards banged, drawers slammed, bags rustled. “I’m opening the
wine now.”

Wine. Yes. Wine would be good. A lot of wine.
Brooke sat on her sofa, dazed. Dazed and alert all at once.

Within moments Millie placed a glass in her
hand, a plate on her lap, then took the armchair. If Brooke didn’t
know better, she’d swear Millie had heard the whole conversation.
Aside from a commanding, “Drink this,” Millie remained silent. She
sat, twisting her hair, tapping her chin. But didn’t speak. Was she
waiting for Brooke to explain? Could she smell a bomb had just been
dropped in here?

Jason wasn’t having a sleazy affair. He was
in love with a man. He was coming out of the closet. At a holiday
party. But, who had he been kissing? She mentally clicked down the
Thanksgiving guest list. Gordon? He’d been at the mall, too. A
date? And Debbie and Sue and their misconception. Had to be.

Sampson wound around her ankles, purring.

Could she feel like any bigger an idiot
today? First, completely botching her day, then Elliott falling in
love with her, now this?

If Gordon was with Jason, then, did Elliott
know? A new wave of embarrassment washed over her. He must have
really pitied her. Not once had he mentioned Gordon being gay.

“Eat.” Millie hovered, watching her. “You’ll
feel better.”

Brooke nodded. She’d almost forgotten Millie
was there. She set her empty wine glass aside, letting the tingles
of a buzz fill her senses. She forked at her food. Chow mein, fried
rice. Sampson pawed at her elbow for a nibble.

Fifteen years of something missing, something
being a little off, all came tunneling down to that single,
indelible detail. Gay.

It all made perfect sense.

Even in the days when she and Jason did have
sex, it was pretty tame and infrequent. She’d never minded. Had
sparks ever flown or had her body ever awakened with Jason, like
with Elliott, she might have been more concerned about lacking
bedroom behavior.

Everything else had been so good, how could
she complain? Jason and she laughed and talked and traveled and
shopped. They drank good wine and spent time with friends and
family. She’d counted her life as rich, full, until that day
antiquing.

Sampson won his battle of the beg. Brooke
gave him a small bite of chicken. He took it to the coffee table,
narrowly avoiding her glass.

One tiny idea of having her own little
business had crashed all the lies down. Her lies. Jason’s lies. Now
she saw what huge lies they were. To think, this entire time she’d
thought there was something wrong with her for wanting more.

“It wasn’t me,” she said after a swallow.

Millie leaned forward, posture stiff. She
reminded Brooke of a lion preparing to pounce. “What wasn’t
you?”

Ah, where to begin? At the beginning, she
supposed. Brooke sighed. “Jason, apparently, is gay. I thought when
I left him that our divorce was my fault. Turns out, it wasn’t me
at all.”

“Jason is gay? Really?” Nose scrunched,
Millie thumbed at the door. “Is that why Nancy was here?”

Brooke frowned slightly. “Yes. She couldn’t
wait until tomorrow. That’s when Jason meant to tell me. There’s a
holiday party.” She watched Millie’s face for reactions. Signs of
disbelief, outrage, amusement even. Millie only looked away,
rubbing her temples.

“Wait a minute. You already know?” Brooke
accused.

Millie looked at her plate. “Well, to be
honest, I kind of suspected.”

“You suspected? Since when?”

“Let’s see. Um, Thanksgiving.”

“Why didn’t you say something?”

“I didn’t know how. How do you bring a thing
like that up?” Millie leaned in.

“I don’t know. Somehow. It’s almost
Christmas. You could have told me.”

“But, it doesn’t matter if I knew or not,
Brooke. What matters is how you feel about it. Are you okay?”

Brooke thought for a moment. “I think so. I
feel a little numb, but otherwise, yes. I’m alright, I think.”

Silence.

“Is it Gordon?” Brooke asked.

Millie looked sympathetic. “Probably.”

“So, that means Elliott knew this whole
time.” Brooke said, feeling a new layer of stupid peeling back.
What he must think of her. She’d die if he pitied her. Worse, what
if he thought fifteen years of living with Brooke had made Jason
gay? That wasn’t him, though. That was just irrational fear taking
hold.

“Elliott, as in Gordon’s cousin slash your
teacher’s assistant?” Millie said. “Yeah, I suppose he would
know.”

Brooke realized then just how little Millie
knew about the whole Elliott situation. In fact, it almost sounded
as though Millie was pointing that very thing out. Well, not for
long because Elliott was why she’d begged Millie to come over in
the first place.

“I think Elliott’s in love with me.”

Millie blinked, but otherwise, her expression
remained unmoved.

“I’ve been dating him a little and I saw him
today and,” she said, hating how weird it felt to tell Millie this
way. Why had she kept it secret in the first place? “And I’m pretty
sure he’s in love with me now.”

Millie nodded slightly. “I see. You are
dating college boy. Alright. He’s in love with you. As he should
be. Okay.” She took a breath. “You aren’t in love with him?”

“Of course not.” Brooke almost sloshed her
wine in her emphasis. “I mean, how can I be? I’ve only known him a
few weeks, really and he’s way too young for me and I don’t want to
hurt him, but how could I ever trust a guy like that?”

More silence. A little relief also, though.
She had imagined Millie offended or shocked or pissed. But she
wasn’t. She sat calm and cool, twisting a strand of her hair. No,
“what are you thinking” or “why didn’t you tell me”.

Brooke sagged. Amazing what saying a thing
out loud could do for a person. No wonder people went to
confession. No wonder Nancy couldn’t wait for Jason to tell her.
She could only imagine what tomorrow would be like for him. Ew.
Tomorrow. Her face flashed hot envisioning Nancy’s holiday party.
Gordon and Jason holding hands, kisses, hugs, claps.

Maybe she wouldn’t go.

Elliott had to have known this whole time. He
must have. Yet he hadn’t said a word. Not even a hint about Gordon.
Millie too. She’d kept it to herself. Why didn’t they tell her? How
little they both must think of her to, what, protect her like
this?

Irritation dug around inside of her. Small at
first, a low scratch, then bigger, wider. Millie put her refilled
wine glass back in Brooke’s hand. She nudged her hand to her mouth.
Brooke took a sip, simmering higher. Her fingertips tingled with
it.

“So, is Elliott the reason you called me to
come over?” Millie asked. “Elliott being in love with you?”

Her edgy, almost sarcastic tone grated
Brooke’s nerves, making her grind her teeth. She nodded. “Yeah. I
was panicked. If you’d seen the way he was looking at me
today…well, it doesn’t matter. I don’t want to hurt him.” Her voice
sounded far away in her own ears. “I thought you could help me
figure out how to let him down easy.”

Not anymore. She found herself wishing Millie
would leave instead. Quickly. Being alone sounded so much better.
Less irritating. Some space to think, to breathe. To let all this
new information sink in.

“Do you think you could be in love with him?”
Millie asked, her gaze intent.

Brooke gasped. “Me? In love with
Elliott?”

Millie’s eyebrows rose. She nodded.

“He’s half my age. I mean, what would people
think? Besides, I hardly know him. He’s great, don’t get me wrong.
He’s amazing. Sweet. Smart. It’s just…it’s just….” She didn’t know.
She detested the sound of the words once she said them. She hated
how awful they made her feel.

Why did Millie look stricken all of a sudden?
What did she have to be stressed out about? Brooke was the one
dealing with one bad revelation after another. She was the one who
felt sick. “Millie, I have a headache,” she blurted, uncaring if
she sounded mean. Besides, her head did feel a little fuzzy. “Can
we talk about all this some other time?”

Millie set down her plate, but her food
appeared untouched. After a moment of eyeballing Brooke like a
caged animal, she nodded. “Absolutely. Whenever you want.”

If she saw how mad Brooke was becoming, she
didn’t appear phased. If anything, Millie seemed distracted. Maybe
that was what was making Brooke’s annoyance worsen by the second.
Maybe Brooke wanted her best friend to be a little more surprised
or hurt or concerned about all of this.

Brooke’s scalp itched and her skin tingled.
It didn’t matter if Millie was being obtuse. She just wanted Millie
gone. She’d figure out Millie’s reaction or lack of one later.

After a promise to call, a quick goodbye,
Brooke shut the door and went straight to her phone. She dialed
Elliott.

Letting him down easy could wait. First she
had to find out exactly how much he knew about Jason. She needed to
hear him say it. He knew, didn’t he? He’d known all along. Yes,
Gordon was seeing Jason, wasn’t he? Yes, that’s how he’d known, not
because he’d somehow guessed.

Millie had guessed?

She needed to hear him say she wasn’t dumb or
blind or naïve. She needed him to say, if not for Gordon, Jason
being gay wasn’t right there for any fool to observe. Because if it
was and she hadn’t seen the signs….

His line rang. She got his voicemail. She
hung up and called back. Again, voicemail. She glanced around her
empty apartment. She wiped her brow, fanned her face.

“Screw it.” She grabbed her keys. Why leave a
message and wait when she could see him face to face within
minutes?







Chapter Twenty-four

Three steps outside her front door, something
on the ground caught Brooke’s foot. With a screech, she fell
forward. Her knees and palms connected to the concrete. Pain
streaked through her. Her foot rolled, twisting her ankle. She
collapsed, the breath knocked out of her.

“Ohhhh! Hell, that hurts!” she cried out to
the empty night air. “Oh, oh, ohhhhh!”

Maneuvering onto her rump, she rubbed at her
leg, struggling not to howl in pain. Tears stung her eyes, snot
burned in her nose. Of all things! The last thing she needed right
now was a twisted ankle. It took every ounce of will to stop from
sobbing. She took deep breaths, holding each, swallowing her
hiccups of sorrow.

Sitting around crying in the lamp-lit dark,
giving in to a pity party, at this late hour wouldn’t help matters.
Not that she had much choice. Until the throb radiating up her leg,
the pain pulsing through the rest of her ceased. Brooke was
stuck.

So what if she was stuck. Alone. In shock
over the day’s events. Wishing for someone she shouldn’t be wishing
for. Brooke groaned. If only Elliott were here now.

He would be if she weren’t such a frigging
chicken.

Her purse’s contents lay scattered over the
icy cold sidewalk. Her ass felt frozen. She looked skyward and, no
matter how much she told herself crying would only make things
worse, the tears fell in a torrent.

“Perfect,” she hiccupped. “Just perfect.
You’re thirty-seven, divorced. Your ex prefers men and you run from
the first real love of your life.” Brooke’s hands trembled hearing
herself speak the word out loud. “Love? Brilliant. Nice work,
Brooke.”

Did she actually love Elliott? Absolutely.
Somewhere between the fanny pack and that stack of books, she’d
completely fallen for Elliott Jovovich. And then ran. Why hadn’t
she seen it before? Fear, plain and simple. All she wanted now was
his arms around her, cradling her, telling her everything would be
alright. Telling her he loved her.

Telling her it didn’t matter what people
thought. A sob tore out of her as she swiped at her wet cheeks. She
had to call him, to see him. The need gripped her, tightening her
chest and throat.

She’d glanced around the sidewalk and spotted
her fallen phone. If she could reach the stupid thing four feet to
the left, she’d call him. And say what? Tell him everything over a
phone call? But he wasn’t answering, was he? She’d probably run him
off with her lame excuses and run for cover earlier today.

Moving toward it sent a new streak of pain up
her leg. She had to get to her phone and call someone. Who else was
there to call? Millie? Yeah, right. She wouldn’t kid herself.
Millie wasn’t the nursing type. She was pissed at Millie, anyways.
What kind of a friend hid what she’d guessed about Jason? And she
hadn’t been the least bit supportive tonight, either. All she’d
done tonight was get too much wine into Brooke. Probably why Brooke
had gone and tripped to begin with.

Elliott was her only hope. She grasped her
phone and paused before dialing.

Oh no! Elliott wasn’t much of a nurse either,
was he? He’d probably pass out on her. On a moan, a new sob racked
her body. Her only friend failed her and she was in love with a
fainter. A sight-of-blood fainter. A college boy that every one of
her old friends, all of her family, would get fat gossiping
about.

And she’d do anything to have him with her
now, fainting, queasy or not. Elliott would get her into her house,
do his best to make her better, then help her laugh off the whole
stupid thing.

Elliott would be there for her. No matter
what Jason was, he wouldn’t judge her or blame her. He would simply
love her. Love her for her. Clumsy, uptight, prissy her. Every
inch.

Why hadn’t she admitted it to herself
before?

He hadn’t even said the words, yet she knew.
She’d seen it in his eyes. Even sitting there on the cold concrete,
her body began reacting to the thought of him. Imagining his face,
she suddenly, physically ached to see him. Not just to see his
smile, either. She ached for his mouth on hers, his body against
hers.

Her vision blurred as she tried to dial. Heat
raced up her neck. Dear God. Was she actually getting aroused? No.
Couldn’t be. She was just disoriented by the combination of wine
and a bad tumble. Not to mention how keenly she was thinking of
him, of how much she needed to see him. Plus, she was beginning to
feel more than a bit drunk.

She palmed it, concentrated and called
Elliott again. “Please pick up.” Brooke stared at the ground in
front of her, listening to the line ringing, feeling her thighs
warming.

No answer. At least she’d stopped crying. She
dried her face on her sleeve, and something caught her eye. Half
hidden a few feet away in the spotty grass and shrubbery, a small,
purple box glinted. Brooke peered closer, blinking away the blur in
her vision. It looked like a gift.

Elliott’s voicemail beeped in her ear.

“Uh, hi. It’s Brooke. I’m sorry I’ve called
so much. If you can, call me when you get this.” She paused. The
tingly sensation in her head and hands spread through her body. “I
need to see you…as soon as possible.” Not knowing what more to say,
she hung up.

The box held her attention. Was it from
Elliott? Was it the silver box? Some sort of goodbye? Her stomach
panged. Brooke wasn’t sure she could get herself to her door, let
alone the several feet to that box. She should leave it. Getting
inside, the closer option, was the practical thing to do. Once she
got help, she could get the box. It might not even be intended for
her.

Something told her to try anyway. The box was
probably what she’d tripped over in the first place. She had to
know, was it for her? Had Nancy or Millie left or dropped it? Could
it be from Elliott? Maybe not a goodbye at all. Maybe another
romantic gesture. Her heart leapt. Yes, it had to be from him. He
loved her and just couldn’t wait. He had to give her…the silver box
from the yard sale? Except, if he’d come to her apartment and left
this for her, without so much as a knock, if it was the silver box
inside….

Before finishing the dread-filled thought,
she began scooting, ankle raised, biting against the pain. If she
could get to it, she could certainly get back to her front door.
The pain dulled behind the zinging heat of the alcohol. Or was her
curiosity simply drowning it out? Didn’t matter. One more scoot and
she’d be able to reach out and pick it up.

Holding her breath, carefully stretching
outward, Brooke touched the box’s corner and rocked it closer. It
tumbled toward her. She let out her breath and snatched it up. It
was heavy. Her anticipation notched upward as she set aside the
soft satin ribbon, then tore into the paper. She opened the
cardboard lid, ignoring the flash of headlights and hum of a
passing car.

Tissue paper pulled out, she felt the metal
before she saw it. She was right! The silver box lay nestled
inside. She’d suspected he’d bought it for her. Suspected? Why had
it felt like panic? The span of hours since seemed like days now.
Technically, Elliott hadn’t actually bought it. He’d been given it.
The gesture flooded her heart with longing. She was deeply touched.
Her craving to see him, to feel him, consumed her. Elliott.
She had to see him as soon as physically possible. Her being
literally ached for him.

This gift was more than a gesture. It was
more than a man wooing a woman. It was a sign.

Woozy but determined, she replaced the box
into the tissue, balanced the package atop her purse and maneuvered
herself to the door. Scooting backwards, her purse slung around her
neck, helped. The chill ground numbed her butt. Her fingertips
pinched in protest. The grit of dirt made parts of her cringe but
she wouldn’t feel sorry for herself a minute longer. She would get
inside and find a way to get to him. Tonight.

She fumbled her key to the lock. In her
reach, her purse angled at the ground, the remaining contents
spilling out. She thought only of the box, and rescued it from
clattering to the concrete. A small envelope fell out.

Brooke’s eyes locked to the ivory paper,
bright amid the shadows and lamplight. Her stomach slipped. He had
put a letter inside? That couldn’t be good. No knock, a package,
now a letter? Lock forgotten, she picked up the envelope, rubbing
her fingers over the textured surface. She’d misunderstood his last
note. She didn’t want to do the same now.

But this was different. This note was hidden,
inside a gift left under cover of night, anonymously. When had he
imagined she would find it? Tomorrow? Brooke swallowed. Her head
swam. She edged the seal open, terrified and hopeful all at
once.

Let it be a love note. Not a goodbye. Let him
be too scared to speak his heart, but too overwhelmed to contain
it. Let this be what she hoped: love requited, declared, begged
for. Good news or bad, the details and possibilities were
gut-wrenchingly romantic, all the same. Her hands shook and her
head spun. She’d drunk too much wine. It was getting to her.
Emotional overload from Nancy and Elliott and Millie. She didn’t
feel like herself.

She felt desperate and elated all at
once.

On a deep breath, she wiped her cold nose and
read the typed words:

Brooke,

I’m not sure when you’ll find this.
Hopefully, it won’t get snowed or rained on. Or worse, sit there
for days on end. When you do find it, I hope you won’t think I’m
too much of a coward. I’m sure it looks cowardly. Feels a little,
too. But, hours upon hours of trying to figure out what to do, this
is the best I came up with.

You want to keep things simple. I
understand. I respect your wishes, even though they aren’t
in synch with my own. But, I can’t keep this from you, Brooke. It’s
not simple and I’m probably setting off a bomb and leaving you in
the shrapnel. In the end, I hope you’ll see I’m merely attempting
to be both honest with you and respectful of what is really none of
my business.

That said, or typed, in this case (I couldn’t
risk you misreading my words again), I won’t hold back. Millie is
not the kind of person you think she is and not the kind of friend
you deserve. As I write this, I hear how judgmental and arrogant I
sound. I can imagine you now, reading them, scrunching up your face
like you do when you’re offended. I’m sorry for that.

But, what I wrote is true.

Fifteen minutes after you left today,
Mille arrived at my house, demanding I stop seeing you. At first, I
thought she was simply being overprotective. I know I’d be nervous
if my best friend were interested in someone with an
age gap like ours. When I told Millie it was none of her
business, that what happened with us was between us, she threatened
me. Not physically, so don’t laugh. She told me she would not only
tell Shope about us, but she would also have Michelle lie to him.
Basically, she threatened to get me fired and in the process, ruin
my future and my reputation.

First, let me assure you, in no way have I
had any sort of romantic association with Michelle Shope. The
closest thing to romance between her and mewas a
night of drinks at a bar, the day I met you, and I had my mind on
you the entire time. Nothing happened that night between Michelle
and me, unless you can count my unintentionally
leading her on. No flirtation, no goodnight kiss. Not then, not
ever. I need you to know that in case Millie plans to lie to you as
well to keep us apart.

Secondly, you matter more to me than a job.
If she follows through on her threats, so be it. I will have to
rely on my reputation, my integrity and the sound judgment of my
peers to see me through.

Forgive me for thinking it, Brooke, but part
of me is nervous. I can’t think of why your friend would take it
upon herself to threaten me in order to protect you. I also find
myself wondering if you knew or are somehow a part of this. I feel
sick even entertaining the idea. That’s just not you. I know you. I
see who you really are. Your heart and hopes and dreams. What I
don’t know is what to do here. I’m outside of familiar
territory.

I’ve never felt like this before.

I’ve never come between two friends,
either. I imagine Millie must be like a sister to you and I
can’t say how badly I’d be hurt if Gordon or one of my brothers
pulled something similar. I don’t particularly want to. So, I’m
hoping you’ll appreciate my honesty and if you need me, know that
I’m here for you.

But, if for some reason, I never see you
again, I wanted you to have the box. I had hoped one day to become
close enough with you that I’d know what you would hide inside of
it, but I have vowed not to push you.

Sincerely,

Elliott

P.S. In case you don’t, I have an idea of
what you can keep in this box. But to find out what it is, you’ll
have to call me.

Brooke read the letter again, scanning and
pausing, her head abuzz. How could he accuse Millie of such a
thing? It was impossible. And, frankly, all too much. Millie hadn’t
even known what Elliott meant to her until tonight.

Why would Elliott make up such an ugly lie?
What was he trying to do to her? No, that wasn’t right. She wasn’t
mad at him. Elliott’s words were tentative, kind. What he told her
hurt. And deep down, what he claimed suddenly didn’t feel so
impossible.

She didn’t want to believe it. Even in the
fog enveloping her brain, his words rang true. Elliott was no liar.
Which could only mean Millie knew about her relationship with
Elliott before today. How? Brooke had mentioned him only once or
twice prior to tonight. Sure, there were fireworks between them at
Thanksgiving, but Millie’d said little about any of it.

Millie was the liar. Millie had betrayed
her.

But why? How did Millie know about Elliott to
begin with, let alone care enough to blackmail him? Short of
following Brooke, spying on her, she shouldn’t have a clue. Her
brain struggled with the details.

She’d told Millie about the books over dinner
at Ramone’s. Elliott was there at Thanksgiving, and when Millie
spilled that latte at the Book Exchange. Brooke’s ankle ached.
Millie’s age comments. Millie suspected about Gordon being gay.
Millie showing up at Elliott’s house today? When? Before or after
Brooke had called her? Why go to such lengths? It all felt like a
bad movie she needed to get out of.

Why …how could Millie do this? She needed to
get into her apartment. She fumbled her keys to the lock again and
got them in. She paused, the effort taxing her.

Why wouldn’t Millie want Elliott and her to
be together? Why not simply warn Brooke instead? Brooke inhaled
sharply. What if Millie had discovered something damaging about
Elliott? What if Elliott had something to hide? What if his
association with Michelle wasn’t what he’d claimed at all? A
fake.

But, Brooke needed Elliott to be real! She
needed him in ways she couldn’t put into words. She needed to trust
him, to trust herself. A panic gripped her, making it hard to
breathe. The note trembled in her hand, the pages making crisp
papery sounds in the night air.

Her head ached. Somewhere nearby, a car
parked. What would she do now? What if she was wrong about Elliott?
What if he was right about Millie? What if Millie wanted Elliott
for herself? What if Millie was somehow obsessed with her?

Brooke had been so wrong about Jason. All
those years, she hadn’t seen him for who he really was, or herself
for who she really was. How could she trust anything now?

Maybe she couldn’t.

Tears escaped her eyes, sliding down her
cheeks. The smell of the dirt and the concrete pressed through the
cold. One thought penetrated her confusion: She had to find
Elliott. She needed his arms around her, his mouth on her.

How she’d get to him, she didn’t know.
Somehow.

Her keys hung from the lock and as she
reached to turn them, she felt how drunk she was. Her arms moved in
with jerking motions, like they couldn’t get to where she needed
them fast enough. Fuzzy heat washed through her. No way could she
drive like this. She would call a cab!

Her vision wobbled. How did Millie know about
Elliott? The doorknob gave in her hand, the door opened. What else
did she—?

“Hurry, AJ, she looks worse than I
thought.”

Recognizing Millie voice, Brooke peered up as
her body sagged through the doorway.

“Oh Brooke, I’m so sorry. I don’t know what I
was thinking.” Suddenly Millie appeared, kneeling. Trying to help?
“AJ! Please hurry!”

Footsteps hammered down the concrete walk.
Brooke tried to focus, tried to find AJ’s form in the darkness, but
her vision grew blacker. Millie’s arms encircled Brooke, yet her
voice drew farther away. What was happening to her?

“Millie.” Brooke’s mouth was sticky. She
didn’t know who to trust. It hurt to speak. But she had to. “Don’t
leave. Get Elliott. I need—.”

Before she could hear an answer, the murky
blackness swallowed her up.







Chapter Twenty-five

“What do I do?” Millie demanded from the
backseat of the sedan, Brooke’s head cradled in her lap.

“You have to calm down, Millie,” AJ said,
veering the car out of Brooke’s complex. “You’re no use to her, or
to me, if you let yourself spin into a panic.”

Millie bit down, but nodded. AJ was right. Of
course he was right. She just needed him to keep talking. Keep
talking because she was at the edge of something. Terror, maybe. “I
thought you said the wine would be like a nudge!”

How could she have done this to Brooke?

“It should have been. I only infused my
typical levels. How much did you give her?” AJ asked, his voice
even.

“Two glasses. Why? Was there a limit?” Her
voice was shrill.

AJ sighed, clearly exasperated. “Maybe. Or,
perhaps she didn’t need a nudge at all.”

Millie winced. She was a selfish,
self-absorbed cow. She didn’t deserve Brooke’s friendship. She
didn’t deserve to keep AJ. This was why she’d been sentenced to
matchmaking hell for all eternity. All she’d ever done in her life
was hurt others in effort to try to protect them. Kiki had had good
reasons, too. But now, as Millie, she should know better.

Brooke looked deceptively peaceful
considering the chaos Millie had made of her life. Being passed out
on attraction-laden, hormone-infused wine certainly didn’t hurt.
But when Brooke woke, Millie fully anticipated an ugly
confrontation.

It hadn’t taken Millie long to pry the letter
from Brooke’s hands or to read it. Elliott had thrown Millie under
the bus. Well, she’d thrown herself there. So long as she didn’t
yet have to face her friend’s reaction, Millie could keep the
hideous betrayal at bay.

“Millie! Snap out of it!” AJ snapped his
fingers from the front seat.

He was right. She shook herself and focused.
They’d gotten Brooke to the car in record time. Now what? “Tell me
what to do.”

“Where is Elliott?” AJ said. His voice was
hard and even. In control. Thank God.

“I told you, I don’t know.” Elliott hadn’t
been home, the first place she’d gone before going back for AJ. If
she hadn’t listened to her gut about getting to Brooke…she wouldn’t
let herself consider what might have happened. “Should we go to an
ER? Should we pull over and call 911?”

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but I
prepared for this. I’m going to an ER now, but only Elliott can
truly help her. How do we find Elliott?”

AJ predicted she’d screw up again? How could
she take that the wrong way? Yes, this was all her fault. Too much
dose, too little clarity, to see what was really happening right
there in front of her. Brooke falling in love.

“We need to find him, Millie! She isn’t
reacting well and an untreated surge like this could cause
complications.”

His urgency unglued her stuck thoughts and
realigned her attention. She had to fix this. She bent and grabbed
for Brooke’s purse. “What kind of complications?”

“I can’t be certain. It’s brain
chemistry.”

“So, what. A stroke? A coma?” Millie
demanded, rifling in the leather bag.

“If we locate Elliott, it won’t matter.”

“Gordon!” Millie said. Calling Elliott’s
cousin was a desperate last straw, but it was something. “If I can
locate Gordon, maybe I can get to Elliott.” She dug deeper through
the bag. Call Jason. He would get her to Gordon, wouldn’t he? “Now,
where the hell is Brooke’s phone?”

“Here,” AJ said, handing back Brooke’s cell.
Dropping the purse, Millie scrolled through the cell phone’s
phonebook. Jason’s name appeared. She hit dial. She prayed.

“Hello?” Jason answered.

“Jason?” Thank God and Jesus and everyone
else. “It’s Millie. I have an emergency.”

“What is it? What happened? Is Brooke
okay?”

She didn’t know what to tell him, but the
truth didn’t seem wise. “I can’t explain right now, but I need
Gordon’s phone number.”

“Gordon? What for?” He paused. Suspicion rang
in his voice. “I think I should talk to Brooke. My mom was by there
earlier. I need to know she’s alright.”

AJ sent Millie a five alarm warning look in
the rearview mirror. “Um, she can’t talk.”

“What do you mean she can’t talk?” Jason’s
tone nearly matched AJ’s expression.

Millie saw red. “Look, she sprained her ankle
and fainted and I’m taking her to the ER and I need Gordon’s phone
number! Now!” She might have to kill Jason Munkle.

The small silence that followed cheese-grated
her already shredded nerves. “Jason, if you don’t give me his
number, so help me—.” Well, she didn’t know what. Take his dirty
little secret and make sure every last person in the next three
counties knew it? “Brooke is passed out, in pain and I need to get
her to Elliott Jovovich. You know, your boyfriend’s cousin? She’s
in love with him and they’ve been having a torrid affair and—”

“Alright, alright! I get it.”

“Then give me Gordon’s num—.”

“I’m trying to,” he shouted back.

Millie realized she’d been near screaming.
Worse, AJ was looking more pissed, not less. Oh, Brooke, please
just survive this and hate me forever. Brooke didn’t stir.

Three seconds after Jason spit the digits
out, Millie dialed. Gordon answered right away, thick-voiced like
he’d been crying. Great.

“Gordon, this is Millie, Brooke’s friend? I
need to get a hold of Elliott as soon as possible. Please tell me
you know where I can find him.” If this didn’t work, she’d be going
to the hospital. The mental ward.

“I’m here with him.” Was that a sniffle? She
didn’t want to know. She had enough on her plate and any more
heartbreak would send her over the edge she still felt all too
close to. “At the hospital,” Gordon said quietly.

The hospital? How in the world could she get
so lucky? Maybe AJ was right. Maybe all her mistakes weren’t
mistakes at all. “Which hospital?”

“Washoe Medical Center.”

“Listen, I can’t explain and I realize you
hardly know me but, can you keep Elliott there? I’m bringing Brooke
to him as we speak. She has to see him and...” she paused. The
cliché stuck in her throat, a lump of painful guilt. “It’s a matter
of life and death.”

“Brooke can see him. He isn’t going anywhere,
trust me. But I guarantee if he sees you, I won’t be responsible
for what happens. Neither will he.”

Ten minutes later, AJ pulled a sharp right,
sending Millie into the car door armrest and Brooke almost off of
her lap.

“Who taught you how to drive?” she
demanded.

“You did.”

She ignored his smart ass reply and focused
on getting Brooke back into a safe position. She’d managed the
center seat belt around her, but Brooke kept shifting on her own,
thanks to AJ’s antics.

“Not another love song,” Brooke said, eyes
still closed.

“Is she waking up?” Millie asked, eyes
riveted on Brooke. “I mean, can she wake up? What happens if she
wakes up?”

If Brooke woke up now, who knew what would
happen. Flying accusations? Some speed racer fast talking?

“No, Jason!” Brooke shouted and sat up. “Not
now!” She opened her eyes and glared at Millie.

Millie opened her mouth to speak, but didn’t
know where to begin. “Hi, there.”

“Where are we?” Brooke slurred.

“We are on our way to see Elliott,” Millie
said, fixing a smile on her face. “He is at Washoe Medical Center
and he wants to see you. So, AJ and I are taking you straight
there.”

Brooke narrowed her gaze. “What did you do to
me?” She jabbed her finger at Millie, her body swaying with the
car’s movements.

Truth time. “I made a mistake, Brooke. A huge
mistake. And now I’m trying to undo the damage.”

Brooke ran both hands through her hair,
sending Millie a flirty sidelong glance. Then she giggled. “You
did, Millie. You screwed up royally, didn’t you?”

What she had expected, Millie didn’t know,
but this didn’t come close. “Yep, I sure did. But, you’ll be okay.
I promise. Does your ankle hurt?”

“Mmmm-hmmm, but only a lot. Millie, I think
you’re right. I am a-okay, aren’t I?” Brooke lolled her head back
against the seat. “Oh, I hope the hospital beds are wide because,
Elliott and I are going to need a lot of room.”

Millie blanched. “Room?”

AJ chuckled from the front. “We’d better get
there soon,” he said. “She sounds like she’s about to peak. We
don’t have much time.”

“Peak?” Millie said, but could guess what AJ
meant.

“Peek-a-boo,” Brooke said, jutting her chest
forward. She laughed, clapping in short spurts.

Yep. Definitely peaking. AJ’s lust chemistry
spiked into the wine. She definitely had given her too much. Too
much, too little. What did it matter if the guy who was supposed to
be ravaging the daylights out of Brooke, couldn’t be found in
time?

Millie raggedly sighed. “How much time are we
talking here, AJ?”

“Thirty maybe forty minutes,” AJ said. “If
she doesn’t at least see Elliott, get an endorphin reaction from
his presence, she could crash. Hard. Serotonin levels plummet.
Electrolyte issues might present.”

Brooke peek-a-booed once more then poked
Millie in the ribs. Thirty minutes? Could this get any worse? “What
if she doesn’t get an endorphin reaction?”

“She will.”

She will? Millie needed more than AJ’s
confidence on this one. “What if she doesn’t? What if I can’t get
Elliott to see her?”

“At the least, she’ll be in a state of
extreme arousal through most of tomorrow and have one hell of a
hangover to deal with.” Worry crept through his even tone. “She’ll
be sick, and… I’ll be on my way.”

Right. Good motivation. They had to get
Elliott to Brooke. Short of kidnapping….

“Hangover shmangover. You’re no fun,” Brooke
said and poked Millie again.

Millie forced her smile. “I know. No
fun.”

Brooke splayed her legs upward, running her
hands over them. “Ouch!”

“Be careful,” Millie scolded. “Your ankle
could be broken.”

“I know! I tripped over that box.” Brooke
inhaled, her legs coming down. “Millie, Elliott wrote me the most
awful letter. Do you know what he thinks?”

Millie set her mouth into the smile. Here it
came. “No. What?”

Brooke scowled petulantly. “He thinks I don’t
love him. He thinks you will change my mind about him.”

Guilt tore through her. “Well, you’ll see him
shortly. You can tell him I was wrong.”

“I’ll see him?” Brooke perked up. “Really,
really?”

“Yes, really.” She didn’t want to laugh, damn
it. “Brooke, I need you to understand something. I was wrong. I
thought you were still in love with Jason. I went to Elliott’s
today and said things I regret and now I’m trying to make things
right.” There. She’d said it. All of it. Sweet, amazing relief
sagged through her. “He loves you, Brooke.”

“I know. I mean, I think I know. Can you
believe it? He’s so young! And I don’t even care! But am I really
going to see him?” Brooke dragged her hands through her hair. “I
feel like I’ll just die if I don’t see him soon.”

Millie gave Brooke an awkward pat on the
shoulder. What else could she do? How exactly does one comfort a
sexed up, formerly repressed best friend who should be screaming at
her instead of writhing around the back seat of her stupid cupid’s
car?

Fortunately, the hospital came into view
before Millie had to find an answer. AJ pulled into the Emergency
bay’s drive and parked at the double doors. Brooke gave a tiny
yelp.

“I thought we were going to see Elliott.”

“We are,” Millie tried her most soothing
tone, but her fists clenched, making her feel all the worse. What
kind of friend was she? “Elliott is here, Brooke.”

Fear edged Brooke’s features. Her lower lip
trembled. “Why is he here? What happened to him? Did you do
something to him, too?”

Millie couldn’t contain her groan. She didn’t
know why Elliott was here. Just that he was. He was here. Gordon
was here. But with Brooke flashing from sex kitten to wounded puppy
too fast to keep up, she couldn’t exactly explain. “No, of course
not. He’s fine. I wouldn’t hurt him. Promise.” In truth, he could
very well be hurt. She’d been so consumed with saving Brooke, she
hadn’t thought to ask. Nausea pitched through her. “Brooke, let’s
just get your ankle looked at, find Elliott and the two of you can
live happily ever after. How does that sound? Good?”

Tears popped out of Brooke’s eyes. She sucked
in her lower lip and nodded, but something shone where more tears
waited. Distrust. Millie didn’t blame her one bit. The taste of
dread sat in the back of her mouth as well.

Don’t let this be yet another mistake. What
kind of black luck would that make? Yes, Millie’d screwed up, had
the wrong guy, tried to ruin the right one’s life, but come on
angels! This had to work now! Elliott being at the hospital the
same time Brooke had to go to one had to count as something, didn’t
it? She was out of options if it didn’t. Zero. Zip. Zilch.

Even if Millie lost AJ, let Brooke find love.
Let Elliott be the one. Please.

AJ opened the car door and helped ease Brooke
out. Millie followed, redialing Gordon on Brooke’s cell phone,
praying for a break.

“Hello?”

Recognizing the deep voice was not Gordon’s,
Millie struck. “Elliott? Please don’t hang up. It’s Millie. Brooke
is at the ER bay. She needs to see you as soon as humanly
possible.”

The double doors whooshed closed after AJ
aided a limping Brooke. “Elliott?” Silence. “Hello?” Another pang
of guilt jabbed Millie in the chest. A rustle sounded on the other
end of the phone, but no reply. “Please.”

“I’m here,” Elliott said, quietly. “Is Brooke
okay?”

“Well, not exactly. She twisted her ankle and
to make up for things, I sort of gave her a kind of love potion.”
Why was she telling him so much? “Long story short, if she doesn’t
see you in the next ten minutes or so, I’ve been assured things
could get really ugly.” Silence. “So, if you could come on down to
the ER and give her a quick little kiss, maybe a nice hug….” Maybe
find a place to have sex?

“Are you telling me you drugged her? You are
a piece of work. Am I supposed to believe that? No wait. Don’t
answer. Part of me believes you are capable of drugging your best
friend. What did you give her? Ecstasy?”

His censure was the least of her concerns and
Millie was just plain thrilled to have him talking. “I think it’s a
lot like ecstasy. But stronger. And I don’t care if you believe me
or not. All I care about is Brooke seeing you, as in physically
laying eyes and hands on your person, and fast.”

The line went dead. Millie gasped, staring at
the phone. She redialed. Voicemail. She almost threw the phone and
screeched at the top of her lungs. Shit! She could slap
someone—hard—right in the face. This went beyond injustice. This
was outright hell. She might deserve this. But Brooke didn’t.

An ambulance careened out of the nearby bay,
sirens screaming. Millie knew she should go in, locate Brooke and
AJ. Brooke could be getting worse. AJ shouldn’t have to handle
this. Her mistakes. Again. Her mess. Again. Would the hospital even
know how to treat Brooke? Would they think she was on drugs and
call the police?

Brooke’s or not, she gripped the phone tight,
aiming at the ground, then it rang. She gaped, frozen for a moment.
“Unknown number” appeared. Damn it! Elliott shouldn’t be calling.
He should be arriving, sword drawn to save his damsel in
distress.

“Hello?”

The ER bay double doors whooshed. “There you
are.”

Millie glanced up. AJ. He was calling. They
both hung up.

“Tell me she’s okay. Tell me Elliott found
her.” For a moment, Millie fought just to breathe.

“Not yet.” AJ’s eyes were stormy and
unreadable. “She’s asking for you.”

“I can’t. I have to find Elliott.” She
couldn’t face Brooke. Not yet.

Scrambling, she found the front desk, leaving
AJ and Brooke in the waiting area. She asked the receptionist for
room numbers. She began at Gordon’s name, went to Elliott’s, then
as a last ditch effort, Elliott’s brothers’ names.

No luck.

“Jovovich. What was the last one again?
James?” The woman peered up past her glasses expectantly.

No. James was Elliott’s dad. Unless…. “Yes,
James Jovovich. What room please?”

“315.”

Guilt welling, she left Brooke and AJ and
found the nearest elevator.

She imagined Elliott in some dimly lit
hallway, arms crossed, nostrils flaring like a bull’s. He would see
her coming and charge. She rounded a corner, spotted the room and
then him, doing nearly what she’d imagined. Only his arms weren’t
crossed, they were angled above his head.

Fear ground through her. What if Elliott
wouldn’t listen? What if he didn’t come to Brooke? She came to a
stop in front of him and braced herself. “I owe you a gigantic
apology.”

His arms fell to his sides. His gaze pierced
hers. “Yes. You do.”

“I’m sorry for threatening your career, for
assuming the wrong thing about you. I really can’t expect you to
forgive me. I wouldn’t if I were you. But I am begging you to
please, go to Brooke, anyway. She needs you right now. She loves
you and you belong together.” She dragged in a shaky breath. “Don’t
let my mistakes ruin what you could have with her.”

Elliott looked away. No matter what he
decided, Millie’s assignment was over. She would never see Brooke
again after tonight. Raw realization took hold of her. Millie
swallowed, willing herself not to cry. Not now, not here in front
of him.

“I told her what I did, how I threatened
you.” Once Brooke sobered the information would sink in. “I’ve lost
her. But, Elliott, you haven’t. You don’t have to.” What more could
she say to convince him. “I’m so sorry.”

“I can’t go to her.” Rage and hurt burned in
his eyes. “I think you should leave now.”

Millie’s mouth fell open. But nothing came
out. A sob choked back any possible words. Elliott left her.







Chapter Twenty-six

Elliott shut the hospital room door as softly
as he could. His pulse pounded. His heart ached. He motioned for
Gordon to go. His cousin stretched and stood, the green vinyl seat
behind him slowly returning to its previous shape.

“If you don’t need anything else,” Gordon
whispered. “I’d better take off. I have court tomorrow
morning.”

Clicks and beeps filled the quiet. His father
rested, tubes in his nose and arms. He would be okay. The nurses,
the doctors, they all said so. The guard outside didn’t seem wary
of an escape, but then earlier the heavily bearded, armed man had
seemed nearly as worried as Elliott and his brothers. One more year
inside and his dad could be paroled, if his health didn’t fail him
first.

“Alright. Thanks for coming, Gordon.” Elliott
took the chair, wincing as it squeaked under him. “If Millie calls
again….”

Elliott’s dad stirred a little in the bed.
Tubes hung from his arms, chest and nose.

“I’ll tell her you’re unavailable.” Gordon
shrugged into his coat. “Unless you’d like worse?”

“No. Unavailable is fine.” He didn’t have the
stomach for asking Gordon to play dirty for him. Hell, he couldn’t
do it himself. If Millie wasn’t lying and Brooke was in fact here,
really here, at the hospital, well, he didn’t know what he could do
about it. He couldn’t leave his father’s side, stable or not.
“Brooke’s supposedly here and drugged and needs me.”

Gordon softly punched his shoulder. “Hey. It
will all work out for the best.”

Elliott nodded. “I know. You’re right.” More
like dead wrong. How could a mess like this ever work out in his
favor? First Brooke leaves with cold feet, then Millie tries to
blackmail him and now? He didn’t know what to think now. Dramatics?
Tall tales?

“If Jason and I can work things out with an
interfering mother like Nancy Munkle, you can work around a bitch
best friend.” Gordon’s frame filled the doorway. “Brooke’s worth
it, isn’t she?”

“Sure.” Elliott attempted a smile, but
failed. “I’m glad it worked out for you two. Guess I misjudged
Jason.” Thankfully.

“Of course you misjudged him. You only had my
side of the story.” Gordon slipped out the door. “Get some
rest.”

“I will. Drive safely.”

With a two finger wave, Gordon left. The
guard—Clyde was it?—peered through and sent Elliott a nod. The door
closed. Elliott sighed. He racked his brain for the code to remote
access his voicemail. He left his phone behind in his rush to the
hospital. Surely, Brooke had found his gift and his note. Surely
she’d called him.

“He finally gone?” James said, hoarsely from
the bed.

Elliott looked up, but wasn’t much surprised.
His dad grinned weakly back.

“Yeah. He’s gone.”

His dad fumbled for the bed controls and the
top half cranked upward, getting him to a sitting position. “Turn
the lights up, will you?”

Elliott did, then dragged his chair closer to
the bed. “How long have you been awake?”

“Long enough.” James closed his eyes. “You
going to tell me about this Brooke girl or let me die
wondering?”

“Die, my ass. If I didn’t know better, I’d
bet you and Clyde out there conspired the chest pains just to get
you a hospital vacation.”

James laughed, wheezing a bit with each low
chuckle. “Clyde. Yeah, he’s a good guy. And you’re avoiding my
question.”

Elliott rolled his eyes. “Yeah, yeah. Okay.”
He should have known his father would pick up on something, even if
he hadn’t overheard Gordon. “Her name is Brooke.”

“She the gal from the bookstore?” His voice
was raspy, his eyes drooped closed for several seconds.

Elliott hated how old his dad looked. He
hated how worn he sounded. He couldn’t answer until his dad’s eyes
opened back up and held to his. “Yes.”

“So what went wrong enough that ole
light-in-his-loafers Gordo is doling out relationship advice?”

“I don’t know what went wrong. I can’t say
that anything really went wrong.” His dad was shaking his head.
Elliott didn’t wait for him to interrupt. “Her friend tried to get
me fired. She thinks I’m bad for Brooke. I don’t even know why
except maybe because there’s an age difference. Brooke’s ten or so
years older than me.”

“So?”

Elliott applied the single utterance to all
said. “So, I don’t want to push her too fast. She’s been hurt and
she’s a bit gun shy.”

“You sure it isn’t you who’s gun shy?”

Elliott didn’t answer. He only shrugged.

“After your mom passed, Elliott, no one could
blame you for holding us at arm’s length. We know how it was with
you two.” His eyes closed again for a long moment. “If she’s the
one worth fighting for, you’ll already know it.”

“Like Gordon said,” Elliott said. “It will
work out.”

“No. Things in life don’t just work out.” His
voice was weaker now. “You work it out. I’m okay, son. If she’s
here, go find her.”

In an instant, he could see his dad was okay.
More than that, he was right, too. Elliott grabbed the water glass,
directed the straw to his dad’s mouth. James sipped.

“She’s supposedly down in the ER right now,”
Elliott said.

His dad didn’t answer, just gave him a small
knowing look. Then why aren’t you? James didn’t need to say
a word. Staying here only put off what he feared. What that was
precisely, he couldn’t say, but he was out of excuses.

If Brooke was here, if she was hurt, what was
he waiting for? The knots in his stomach tightened. Love should be
simpler than this.

His dad shooed him with one hand, keeping his
eyes mostly closed. “Bring her up when you’re done.”

Elliott half smiled. Maybe he would. Feet
dragging, he left James in the care of the staff and Clyde. His
palms sweating, adrenaline pumping through him, all he could do was
hope. Hope he wasn’t wrong about Brooke. Hope Millie wasn’t lying.
Hope he wasn’t too late.

Brooke’s breath caught. Her fists gathered
the bed sheet as she watched the approaching figure in the hospital
corridor. She slowly exhaled, relief crowding out her panic. He’d
come. Elliott had come.

The buzz of the love potion Millie kept
insisting she’d slipped her hummed softly under Brooke’s skin and
through her veins. Her hands gathered the sheets into her fists.
She glanced at Millie and AJ, who were speaking with a nurse out of
earshot, likely trying to explain Brooke’s strange behavior.
Particularly during the x-ray. Someone had to have noticed her
behavior was off by now.

They didn’t see him coming. But Brooke
did.

Once she became lucid enough to comprehend
what Millie kept explaining, Brooke fought to maintain some
composure. Millie was a cupid, Elliott was her one true love.
Millie had drugged her. She understood. Try to act normal. It was
beyond impossible. At least the ER was slow tonight or she’d likely
be writhing in the waiting room instead of in the empty room full
of half curtained beds. Waiting for him to come.

Until now. He looked tense.

A new wave of arousal hit her. She bit down.
Moans and writhing over an ankle sprain could only go so far with
nurses and doctors trained to spot something amiss, as AJ aptly
pointed out. But none of that mattered now.

Elliott was here.

A soft moan escaped her. Her back arched.

He seemed far away, like in a tunnel. He
seemed to be taking forever to get to her side. He didn’t look very
pleased from what she could discern of his expression in the shadow
and distance. The wide doorway seemed to tilt a bit. She braced
herself backward, a wave of nausea-laced dizziness hitting her full
force, suppressing the arousal.

She bit down to stop from crying out. What if
he didn’t get here? What if she was hallucinating? How could Millie
have done this to her? Not just the drug. Everything. Brooke didn’t
know what to believe and what not to at this point and if someone
didn’t come back bedside, she might fall into the blackness
again.

Closing her eyes, she focused on her
breathing. The sweep of cool air in through her nostrils, out warm
through her mouth. She counted down from ten. He should be here by
now. Here, at her side. No hall could take so long. She didn’t dare
open her eyes, though, not until the blackness edged away.

Once it did, the lust rushed back. Her toes
tingled and her legs ached to dance over the crisp sheets. Her
nipples hardened and it took all her effort not to palm each
breast, graze over them, squeezing, massaging.

A small groan escaped her. This was pure
torture. The heat, the need. She needed Elliott. His touch, his
scent—she could almost smell it now, she craved him so bad.

“Brooke,” he said, soft in her ear.

She shuddered with the sheer pleasure of the
sound of him. Elliott? Was she dreaming again? She forced her eyes
open, dreading the disappointment to come.

His chiseled face filled her vision. She
reached out, touched his stubbly cheek. Real. Really real.
“Elliott. You’re here.”

He leaned into her hand. “I’m here.”

A throat cleared. Brooke couldn’t unglue her
eyes from him, though. Relief saturated her senses, soothed the
nausea of the drug.

“Sorry to interrupt.” It was AJ. “Millie
needs to steal Elliott for just a moment.”

Brooke’s body jerked. Every fiber of her
being screamed no. All she could do was shake her head.

“Don’t worry,” Elliott said, his gaze intent.
“I’m not going anywhere.”

AJ took his place. Footsteps faded away. She
couldn’t focus. Her ankle throbbed.

“I don’t have much time to tell you this, so
I need you to try to focus,” AJ said, his gaze intent.

Brooke cringed. She didn’t want to hear
anything he had to say. He’d only defend Millie and she just
couldn’t stomach thinking about what she’d almost lost because of
her so-called friend. She’d trusted her. Loved her like a sister.
Again, she shook her head.

“You’ll likely never see Millie again.” AJ’s
voice was steady and quiet. “But, in time, if you allow yourself
to, you’ll understand she did what she had to do. She had only your
best interest at heart. It won’t mean you have to condone her
methods. You don’t. Perhaps you shouldn’t. What it means is that….”
He looked down, brow drawn. “It means that she had no other choice
and did what she did for love.”

“That makes no sense.” Brooke didn’t want it
to either. She didn’t want him standing there trying to help her
understand or soothe her.

“It may not now, but one day….”

The nausea left her. All that remained was
want. She wanted Elliott. Before Millie did anything to take him
away. Her head swam with everything Millie had admitted to. The
makeover, the research, even blackmail and drugging her. Millie had
claimed to be Cupid for God’s sake! Now AJ expected her to what?
Feel sorry for her?

Try to understand that Millie was a lunatic
at worst and a rotten person at best? Elliott came back before
Brooke could voice the disgust rising within her. Her lust for him
returned, invading all thought.

AJ left the empty bed-lined room. From the
corner of her eye, Brooke saw Millie join him past the door and
walk away as well. Then all Brooke could see was Elliott. Gorgeous,
delicious Elliott. Except he didn’t look very happy to be here
anymore.

“What is it?” she said, panic surfacing.
“What’s the matter?”

“That depends,” he said and crossed his arms.
“Should I believe a word that comes out of Millie’s mouth?”

Brooke felt sick. “Why? What did she
say?”

“In so many words, she said if we don’t find
some privacy, you’ll be in sorry shape.”

“She drugged me.”

“So she said. Does that mean you believe
her?”

“I just mean that I don’t know how well I can
trust my senses. My body wants your touch more than I can describe
right now. It’s all I can think about.”

“Do you love me, Brooke?”

His bluntness only heightened her lust. And
her panic. Even if she tried, she couldn’t reach him, he stood so
far away. “Yes.”

He looked at the ceiling, but she still saw
the pain in his eyes. “When did you realize?”

The ache for him, oh, God, it was so strong.
Why couldn’t he just come closer? “I’m not really sure. Tonight…I
think.”

“Tonight, huh?” He blinked. He shook his
head. “Well, Brooke, I loved you from the moment you walked into
Shope’s office.” He looked at her now, his eyes shiny. “That day,
for one tiny moment, before you knew that I was Shope’s teaching
assistant, you looked at me like you couldn’t believe your lucky
stars. Like you’d found something you had lost and had been looking
for for a long time.”

Brooke could remember that moment, too. She’d
felt exactly as he’d described. But she didn’t know what right
thing to say. “What did Millie tell you?”

“It doesn’t matter. What matters is exactly
what I asked. I need to know exactly when you fell in love with
me.” She reached for him. If she could have just one touch.

He shook his head. “You can’t be sure, can
you?”

Fear poured through her. Of course she could
be sure. It wasn’t the drug that made her love him. She’d known it,
felt it long before. Hadn’t she? The drug only helped her accept
her feelings for him.

The nurse returned and ushered Elliott
aside.

As though to make things harder, Brooke’s
eyes fluttered shut. A pang shot through her. She couldn’t pass
out. Not now. She forced them back open and sought out Elliott’s
gaze. He wouldn’t look at her.

“We need an x-ray,” the nurse said, kicking
the bed brake.

Brooke couldn’t lose him. But what did he
want her to say? She hunted for the words inside, desperate. Then a
deep weight in her shifted and, like a tuft on the wind, something
let go of her.

Elliott’s eyes met hers. The nurse pushed her
bed. “Wait!”

The nurse paused. “Alright, lovebirds. You’ve
got five minutes,” the nurse grumbled, leaving them.

Brooke watched Elliott. “Today,” she said.
“At the yard sale.”

Ever so slightly, his head cocked down. Yet
he didn’t look at her.

Brooke plunged on. “I fell in love with you
somewhere in the beginning. I can’t say exactly when because it all
blends in with this want for you that I can’t seem to contain. But,
today, at the yard sale? When you got the box, the one you gave me,
that’s when I truly knew.” If he would just look at her, he’d see
how much she loved him. “I was too scared to admit it to myself,
Elliott. But I knew.” She paused, swallowing. “I was terrified.
Because being in love with you meant I could be exposed to all
sorts of gossip and ridicule.”

His gaze moved to hers, the hesitation in
them showing even from the five feet separating them. “To hell with
what people think,” he said.

“Yes. I know you’re right. But that wasn’t
what scared me most of all.” Brooke’s throat tightened. “What
scared me—what scares me now—is how much I love you. I’ve never
felt like this before, Elliott. I’ve never felt so exposed to hurt
and joy and a hundred other emotions I can’t even name yet.”

A sort of glow lit his expression. He looked
down, nodding.

She needed him, to feel him, to see that look
in his eyes again, that told her she hadn’t lost him.

“Elliott,” she pleaded, reaching for him.
“You have to know what I say is true. You have to believe me.”

The nurse returned, glanced at each of them,
then rolled her eyes before leaving again, muttering. Brooke hardly
noticed. Why wouldn’t Elliott look up? The hum in her veins ebbed
and swelled in waves of need.

“Elliott, please.” What more could she say?
“I need you,” she said softly.

Elliott’s shoulders heaved. Brooke frowned.
Was he crying?

His chuckle echoed off the metal cabinets.
“It was the fanny pack, wasn’t it?”

He looked at her then, his eyes glassy.

Brooke laughed, nodded. “Definitely.”

He walked to her and it was all she could do
to stop from tumbling over the edge of her bed to meet him.

Yes, it was the god-awful fanny pack, and the
shirt and the trucker hat. It was the books instead of flowers and
how he’d forced herself to see who she really was. No one, not
anyone she could think of, had ever really seen her for her. Past
the safe façade, beyond the strived for perfection. The warts of
her insecurities. Elliott embraced all of her, had since the
beginning.

“I thought it might be,” he said, his voice
thick as he reached her side. “Is there any room for me?”

Brooke gulped. “Yes. Absolutely.” Parts of
her she never knew existed shivered for him. “Room in my heart, in
my life, everything. Everywhere.”

He chuckled again and trailed a finger down
her cheek. Brooke leaned into the tickling heat. “I meant on the
bed,” he said.

Brooke flushed. “Oh. Yes. Of course there
is.” She scooted over.

Careful not to disturb her leg, Elliott
joined her, drawing her close. From her shins to her shoulders, he
pressed his hard body to hers. And with every inch, relief soothed
every fiber of her being. Brooke sighed over it, closing her eyes,
breathing it in. Exquisite relief…and pleasure.

Uh-oh.

“Um…I think I should warn you,” Brooke said,
detesting the tremble in her voice. “I might begin begging for
things.”

His scent enveloped her senses, woodsy and
clean and so masculine. She inhaled it deep into her lungs. His
hand stroked her cheek. Hot sensation shimmied down her spine. Her
thighs tingled with unwarranted anticipation. “Oh, no.”

“Oh, no?” Elliott grinned, his gaze fixed to
hers. “Never. And you’ll never have to beg….” His husky voice sent
heat through her. “Much.”

Someone could return at any moment, that
nurse, the doctor! He had no business insinuating anything could
happen. The sensations consumed her, though. She nodded. “Yes, I
can beg.” Brooke swallowed. “I like saying please. Please kiss me.
Please don’t stop, please—”

Elliott’s mouth met hers, swift and hard. She
whimpered as pleasure shot through her body, satisfying the torrent
of sensation, but encouraging it all at once. She gasped against
his lips. He kissed her more deeply, his arms encircling her, yet
roving over her body. Her need expanded, then gathered into her
depths. She pressed as closely as her body would allow.

“Brooke,” he groaned, moving his attention to
her neckline, his hands up to her breasts. He cupped both mounds,
teasing thumbs over her nipples. A shockwave burst through her. She
gave a small cry.

“Shhh,” he said, his hands going lower.

She arched into his touch, pleasure lifting
her awareness. Her core moistened, sensing his approach. Then his
hands were gone. He moved off the bed.

“What’s wrong?”

“We can’t do this. Not here, not like this,”
he whispered, disappearing past the doorway.

Brooke sat up, straining to hear his
conversation with her nurse, but she couldn’t decipher the words.
He returned a moment later, the nurse behind him. Fifteen minutes
later, Brooke was discharged.

Elliott lifted her into his arms, carrying
her with ease. “I don’t understand, how did you…?”

“I have my ways. Now, let’s get out of here
before they change their minds.” He winked down at her. The cold
air hit her as the exit doors slid open. “Can you walk?” he
asked.

She shook her head. He carried her to a
bench, set her gingerly down and got his car. He placed her inside
and drove. The downtown lights twinkled across the valley floor,
the moon hung as a sliver. He took corners slowly and didn’t rush,
no matter how many empty stop signs they hit. Anticipation,
elation, rushed through Brooke with each slamming beat of her
heart.

How in the world was it possible that he
loved her? But he did. He loved her.

He pulled up to his driveway, then had her
back in his arms in record time. Brooke’s body reacted, heating
fast, despite her mind screaming for her to keep it together. Her
body didn’t care and by the feel of things, neither did Elliott’s.
Ever so carefully, he strode up the stairs and laid her on his
bed.

Her breathing grew to panting as she watched
him move. He tugged off his jacket, pulled his shirt off. His chest
dipped in a deep valley between his pecs. Brooke nearly groaned as
he kneeled next to her. He lightly kissed her, then moved away,
lighting the room with candles. She lay spellbound, unable to
speak, only feel. Finally he joined her on the bed, and began
undressing her.

His eyes spoke of his passion, but he tugged
at her clothing with patient purpose. One pant leg, another. Her
sweater, her bra. Her panties. His hands trailed after her clothing
while his gaze held to hers. She twitched and writhed and gasped,
but loved every second of excruciating need building inside
her.

“Brooke,” he whispered, kissing her neck. “I
love you.”

Her hips twitched. God, his voice was like
liquid sex. “I love you, too.”

He stood up, unbuttoned his jeans and let
them fall past his naked hips. The muscles at his lower waist cast
shadows, directing her gaze downward to his naked, hard cock.

Brooke’s mouth watered.

“You’ve got me so hot,” Elliott said, easing
onto the bed next to her. “I won’t be able to last long.”

She wouldn’t either. Brooke had gone beyond
speaking. His skin melded too perfectly to hers and the heat and
need was dizzying. Brooke clung to him, following his lead as he
moved over her, nudging her thighs open.

As he touched the tip of his swollen cock to
her wet heat, Brooke cried out. His thick length slipped deep
inside of her, sending a riot of pleasure quaking through her
limbs. “Oh my God!”

Elliott rained kisses over her face, pausing.
Brooke opened her eyes. This moment, him inside of her, wanting
her, was perfection. Nothing else mattered. Brooke let go.

Elliott pressed deeply into her, holding her
close, kissing her, grinding. Her moan of ecstasy caught in her
throat. He thrust into her, deep and hard. She tilted her hips, met
his body.

“Brooke,” he gasped, sending tingles racing
down her neck. Her pleasure coiled tighter.

“Elliott,” she breathed, burying her face
against him, disappearing into her sweet bliss, licking and tasting
his salty skin. She gripped him, hearing her name again, climax
rocking through her, throbbing out in wet, pulsing waves. She cried
out, again and again.

Elliott grunted, slamming into her depths,
then went still. She felt him throb as he came into her, his body
jerking, telling her his completion equaled hers. Satisfaction
bloomed through her most primal self. He loved her.

Breathing hard, Elliott slid to her side and
enfolded her into his arms.

The hum in Brooke’s veins subsided and she
realized she felt like herself again. Only better. Refreshed and
alive. Loved and in love. Elliott kissed her forehead, then sank
back.

“I may fall asleep on you.” He yawned. “If I
do….”

“Not to worry,” she said, nuzzling his chest.
“I’m about to, too. Just promise me you’ll be here when I wake
up.”

He crossed his fingers over his heart and
sleepily grinned.

His sigh lifted his chest and her head with
it, reminding her of a large cat. He shifted his head against the
pillow. Brooke’s heart beat quietly now. The sounds were like a
quiet symphony mirroring a new calm in her heart, new hope in her
soul.

Gratitude overwhelmed her. She wasn’t sure
who she could thank for finally finding Elliott, or for the courage
she found to face her fears and love him. All of the events and
mishaps and heartaches, all seemed like little puzzle pieces only
now fitting together.

Elliott would be here for her. A sticky mess
of ending friendship awaited her when this night dawned, but she
wouldn’t think about Millie right now. For now Brooke would only
revel in this new, surreal bliss. She closed her eyes, nestled
deeper into Elliott’s warm hold and sent a prayer up, out, into the
ether.

To whoever is listening… to whoever helped
me along the way… thank you. For him, for this, for all of it…
thank you more than words can ever possibly say.














Epilogue

Millie held her breath, averting her head,
but keeping her gaze on Brooke, a blur in elegant white, making her
way down the lobby corridor. A chandelier lit the train of her
dress and the gold in Brooke’s hair. Millie’s chest squeezed.

“Breathe, Millie,” AJ urged at her side. “She
can’t see you from here and you don’t exactly look like yourself in
that wig. She won’t recognize you.”

Millie knew he was right. She let the air in
her lungs whoosh out. The sigh fell flat among the chiming slot
machines but it felt damned good. She straightened a little. Brooke
wouldn’t be looking for her, after all. Not here, not today, after
so long. How could a year have passed already?

Millie still hardly believed Brooke had done
it. She’d actually eloped with Elliott to Las Vegas. Millie never
would have considered it of the old Brooke she knew. But it was
true. AJ brought her here to witness what she could, to secretly
share on the outskirts of what she’d helped create. Real, true
love. Millie had even lost her first gold bracelet and if that
wasn’t proof, AJ standing at her side definitely was.

She’d finally made a match.

Happiness and sorrow swelled inside of her.
She hadn’t admitted how much she’d missed her friend all these
months. Now, the hurt clenched her heart, making her eyes
sting.

She and AJ trailed the couple at a safe
distance, being sure to keep to the casino floor. Millie took a
deep breath, rubbing her hands down her tailored pants before
adjusting her fitted jacket. Chanel. A congratulatory gift from
AJ.

Bringing her here today was a gift, too. Even
though it stung. AJ likely had ulterior motives, as well. Things
weren’t going well with her current match. What a shocker. This was
his way of reminding her that she could succeed, even in the wake
of some hugely embarrassing mistakes.

Brooke and Elliott paused in the corridor.
Millie watched Elliott kiss Brooke and the hurt ebbed away. They
were happy. How could a year have already past? Driving home from
the hospital that night, leaving Brooke behind had killed Millie
inside. She could still remember the cold night air blasting her
face from the open window as the reality of it all had broken
through her.

She had had to walk away from her dearest
friend. Her match was over. AJ saw her through the worst of it in
the first following weeks, giving her time, space and considerate
gestures.

No goodbyes, no chance to explain. Brooke
might hate her for a while. And then, who knew? It didn’t really
matter. Brooke had Elliott now, things were as they should be.

Seeing Brooke step through the elevator
doors, Elliott close behind, Millie faced AJ.

“How long before we have to go back?” she
asked. He’d made all the flight arrangements and knew a schedule
better than she ever did.

“I got us on a red eye. I’d say we have time
enough to catch a show, have dinner if you’d like,” he said.

Millie half laughed. Vegas would never be
AJ’s style. He’d stay for her, though. She’d kiss him if she
thought she could stop at a simple peck on the cheek. Her ever
present attraction to him wasn’t worth toying with. She’d come too
close to indulging it before and thankfully hadn’t since. Millie
drew another ragged sigh out and returned her attention to the
newlywed groom holding open the elevator doors. Silently, she
wished Brooke and Elliott the very best of things to come, the
brightest of futures.

“A show sounds fun,” Millie said at last,
looping her arm through AJ’s. “As long as it’s topless.”

“You?” AJ asked, a seductive lilt in his
words. “Or the showgirls?”

Millie’s laughter peeled out from deep within
her chest. As Elliott moved his arm and the elevator doors began to
close, Brooke’s head turned Millie’s way. For the briefest of
moments, their eyes met before the elevator doors closed.

Brooke’s heart hitched as the doors closed
and she was left staring at her own reflection in gold. If she
didn’t know better, she’d swear she just saw Millie. But that
couldn’t be. What would Millie be doing here in Vegas, today of all
days? The elevator dinged as it arrived at their floor. Elliott
nuzzled her neck before drawing her out by the hand.

“Hey,” he said, as they strode down the
hallway to their suite. “Are you okay? You look a little pale.”

She nodded quickly. “I’m fine. I’m wonderful.
A little tired, I guess.” She kissed his hand to assure him. “I
thought you said eloping was going to be the easy way out of
wedding exhaustion.”

Elliott chuckled as they stopped at their
door. He slid the key card into the slot. “I know what you mean.
I’m beat. Elated but exhausted, too. How does a nice hot bath and a
night under the covers sound?”

“Mmmm. Decadent.”

Apparently Elliott needed little more
encouragement because he got her into the bathroom and out of her
dress in record time. He filled two glasses with bubbling champagne
while Brooke slipped into the foamy hot water.

“I’m so glad your dad made it after all that
mess with his flight. He really seemed to be having fun. Everyone
seemed to have fun,” Brooke said, trying to focus her mind away
from that laugh, away from the past.

“Still are.” Elliott joined her, handing her
a glass and a strawberry. “My brothers and your sister looked ready
to take the whole town on.”

“I don’t know,” Brooke laughed. “Gordon and
Armon might beat them to it.”

Elliott pulled her into his lap, cradling
her. “You might be right. Although, for only being together a
couple months they act a bit like an old married couple already. I
wouldn’t be surprised if they were in bed before nine.”

“I’m so tired, I’ll probably pass out by
eight,” Brooke said, leaning her back against his chest.

“Oh, you’ll be in bed long before that,” he
teased, kissing her neck. “What time I’ll let you get to sleep is a
whole other story.”

She giggled, enjoying the tickle of his
stubble down her shoulder. “I love you, Elliott.”

“Mmmmm.” He kissed her neck, his hands
traveling up her belly. “I love you too, Mrs. Jovovich.”

A thrill passed over her. Mrs. Jovovich. The
name sounded so sweet to her ears, so right. She still hardly
believed this fairytale come true was actually her story. If not
for Millie, heartbreaking or not, Brooke wondered sometimes….

“You know, I thought I heard Millie’s laugh
downstairs,” she said in a rush. “Is that crazy or what?”

Elliott tensed behind her. She should know
better bringing up such a sore subject today of all days. Too late
now.

“No,” he said after another kiss. “Not crazy.
She was a big part of how we fell in love. It makes sense that you
would think of her today.”

“I suppose. If she hadn’t stood me up that
day in the bookstore,” she said, knowing he would finish the
thought, as he always did, telling her what she needed to hear.

“Then I still would have approached you.
Maybe not exactly the same way or the same day, but I would have. I
was already far too intrigued not to.”

She loved hearing him say it every time. “I
can’t help wondering what happened to her, though. Where she
is.”

“Hmmmm,” was all he said.

Brooke sighed. She had known better and still
had pressed. The last thing she wanted was to ruin today. “I’m
sorry. I can’t help but miss the friend she was to me before that
night. She helped me figure out who I was and what I wanted. And
that included you.”

Elliott gently flipped her around. Water
sloshed between them, over the edge of the deep tub. “We both know
that without her, I might not have you here with me now, but it is
what it is. Just imagine that wherever Millie is, she wants you to
be happy. And you are, aren’t you?”

Brooke kissed the tip of his nose. “Beyond
happy.”

“I am too, Brooke.” He hugged her close,
nestling her head into the crook of his neck. “Now, what do you say
we get out of this bath and into some dry sheets? We have some baby
making to practice for.”

Brooke nodded, laughing, and all the tension
from her memories evaporated.

She watched him step out of the steamy water,
a dripping wet Adonis and sighed. Who knew happily ever after would
be so hot?
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