

[image: ]




[image: ]




How to Misbehave is a work of fiction. Names, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

A Loveswept eBook Original

Copyright © 2013 by Ruth Homrighaus
Excerpt from Along Came Trouble by Ruthie Knox copyright © 2013 by Ruth Homrighaus.
Excerpt from Flirting with Disaster by Ruthie Knox copyright © 2013 by Ruth Homrighaus.
Excerpt from Room at the Inn by Ruthie Knox copyright © 2013 by Ruth Homrighaus.

All Rights Reserved.

Published in the United States by Loveswept, an imprint of The Random House Publishing
Group, a division of Random House, Inc., New York.

LOVESWEPT and colophon are trademarks of Random House, Inc.

Cover design : Lynn Andreozzi

Cover photograph © Claudio Marinesco

eISBN: 978-0-345-54530-5

www.ReadLoveSwept.com

v3.1




Contents


Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Other Books by This Author



Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen


Author’s Note

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Excerpt from Along Came Trouble

Excerpt from Flirting with Disaster

Excerpt from Room at the Inn




By Ruthie Knox

Ride with Me
About Last Night
Room at the Inn
How to Misbehave


Chapter One

Friday, July 16, 1999

When the tornado siren began to scream, Amber was alone in the building with him.

Him.

The foreman. The guy with the deep tan and the hard hat and the oh-my-lord arms.

Everybody had a different name for him. One of the lifeguards called him “the Italian Stallion.” A patron had referred to him as “Mr. Yummy.” Rosalie, the weekday receptionist, said his name was actually Patrick Mazzara, and he was trouble.

Amber just thought of him as “him.”

She thought of him a great deal more than was good for her.

Gusts of wind flung the sound of the siren at the building, drowning out whatever noises he might have been making behind the thick plastic curtain that separated the construction zone from the rest of the center. But he was definitely over there.

Knowing when he left was part of her job. As program director, Amber opened Camelot Community Center at seven in the morning and locked up at five. Sometimes, like today, she had to wait around for him after everyone else had gone home. She would sit behind the counter of the tall, curved reception desk and imagine herself pushing aside the plastic curtain to ask when he might be finished cleaning up. It’s twenty after. I need to head home.

She never actually did it, though. She’d never been brave enough to initiate the conversation, and there was nothing so pressing on her agenda that she couldn’t wait for him.

Except, right now, the siren seemed kind of pressing. Herding all the people in the center down to the basement in the event of an emergency was another one of Amber’s responsibilities, which meant she should probably get off her tush and round the man up.

But then she’d be alone with him in the basement.

The notion simultaneously thrilled and frightened her. On the one hand, it felt a little bit like Providence tapping her on the shoulder. Is this what you wanted? Here you go! Carpe diem!

On the other hand, she was female and alone. She didn’t go into dark basements with strange men, and especially not with large strange men who’d been described to her as “trouble.” Because what if? What if seven hundred different horrible things happened?

Smart girls didn’t ignore the what-ifs.

They didn’t ignore tornado sirens, either.

She might have sat there forever, immobilized by indecision, if the phone hadn’t rung at the exact same moment his shape materialized as a red-and-blue blob behind the plastic sheeting.

“Camelot Community Center. This is Amber. Can I help you?”

“Why are you still by the phone? Don’t you hear the siren?”

Her mother. Perfect.

“Yeah, I hear it.”

He shoved the curtain aside and walked across the lobby, past the desk toward the front doors. Surely he wasn’t—

“—have to go to the basement,” her mother continued. “It’s not safe near all that glass. Really, you should be—”

He was. The man pushed open one of the entry doors, and Amber shot out of her chair.

“Hey!” She dropped the phone and scooted quickly around the desk. “You can’t go out there. The siren.”

When he frowned, he looked even more intimidating than usual. “I’m only checking it out.”

He had the door propped open with his right arm and leg. Not leaving.

“Right. Sorry.” All the blood in her body attempted to relocate to her cheeks. “I’m, uh, supposed to take you down to the basement. Hold on a second, and I’ll get off the phone.”

She crossed back to the desk in a rush and leaned way over to retrieve the phone from the far side. “Mom, I have to go. Be safe. I’ll call you when it’s over.”

“Who were you talking to?”

“The guy from the construction company.”

She didn’t know if he was technically the foreman or the owner or what. He seemed to boss a lot of people around, particularly another man who looked like a shorter, angrier, tattooed version of him, but he also did plenty of work.

She’d mentally designated him the foreman on the basis of the fact that he seemed to come and go as he pleased. He did half days sometimes and skipped other days altogether, which made her think he was off running the show at another site.

“You mean that man who keeps you late? You can’t go down to the basement with him.”

“Of course I can. I have to.”

“He’s a stranger.”

“Yes, but there’s a tornado.”

The storm noise died down as the door eased shut behind him.

His boots squeaked over the polished linoleum of the entryway, and then metal clicked on plastic as something hit the desk beside her.

She looked sideways. His belt buckle. Holy Toledo.

“I know there’s a tornado,” her mother was saying. “That’s why I called. But you can’t go running down into the basement with a man. It’s unsafe.”

“I think this is one of those situations where you have to pick your poison, Mom.”

“Ask him his name, at least, so if something happens I can report him to the authorities.”

“His name is Patrick Mazzara.” Her face got even hotter. Why not just wear a sign that read, I Know Your Name Because I Have a Huge, Inappropriate Crush on You? “I have to go.”

He shifted beside her. The buckle scraped over Formica.

“Mazzara? Is he the one who—”

“Bye, Mom.”

Amber hung up the phone and closed her eyes. Inhale, exhale, inhale, gosh darn it, she hoped he hadn’t heard that.

But she wasn’t any good at lying, even to herself. She worked the phone all the time, and she knew perfectly well that the volume stayed cranked up loud enough that it was possible to hear both sides of any conversation from several feet away. Rosalie was a little hearing impaired.

He wasn’t several feet away. He was breathing. Right next to her.

He cleared his throat.

She turned.

“Basement?”

She beamed as if she were offering him a cocktail. Because she was excellent with men. So very excellent and savvy. Not at all a flushing, bumbling Bible college graduate who’d lost the faith and misplaced her virginity but somehow accidentally managed to hang on to her air of dewy inexperience.

It was her face—her giant eyes and big round cheeks. She looked like Bambi. The kind of men who were attracted to her wanted her to be as sweet and innocent as her face.

“I’m not Patrick.”

Amber blinked. I’m not Patrick was the last thing she’d expected him to say. Though to be fair, she was hard-pressed to come up with a list of things he might reasonably have said.

I adore you, Amber.

I want to marry you.

Or maybe, I want to take you out to my truck and teach you what sex is supposed to feel like.

She wasn’t innocent enough to think it would be romantic if he said any of those things. Not at all. It would be creepy. And probably also terrifying.

“Patrick’s my brother,” he added. “My name’s Tony.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

“It’s all right. People get us confused a lot.”

Patrick had to be the tattooed guy, then. The shorter brother, who didn’t do as much of the work or the bossing around.

Patrick the troublemaker.

Maybe Tony was the nice one.

Though if he’d looked like the nice one, she certainly wouldn’t have developed such a desperate, inadvisable crush on him. No, she liked his rough edges. The way his hair stuck out underneath his hard hat and clung to the back of his neck, a few weeks overdue for a visit with the scissors. The way his hands always looked so beat up when he held the door open for her—a dark blood blister under his thumbnail, a crack in one knuckle.

A man who worked hard, knew what he wanted, and didn’t take flak from anybody.

“I live over in Mount Pleasant,” he said. “Sunnybrook Lane.”

She flapped one hand and made a dismissive shape with her mouth, as if to say, No, no. Though what she was denying, she couldn’t say. That she’d wanted to know where he lived? That she minded going into basements with strange men?

She did mind. Or she would, normally. It was just that the tornado siren had short-circuited her brain.

And also, his voice was rich and dark and delicious. He wasn’t a big talker, and maybe that was because his voice was such a valuable substance, he had to ration it. She might actually be able to live on it for the next week.

“You need to know anything else to be sure I’m not gonna maim you?” he asked. “Social security number? Height and weight?”

She shook her head with too much energy.

He smiled.

Amber thought she just might die.

It was dazzling. Tony Mazzara had a dazzling smile. Like a toothpaste commercial dipped in a porn movie.

“Now we’re at the part where you tell me your name,” he said.

“Sorry?” She had an urge to shake her head and clear away the smile vapors, but she managed not to. Just.

“Your name, honey.”

“Amber.”

“Amber what?”

“Amber Clark.”

His eyes were laughing at her, but they were doing it kindly. He had nice eyes. Dark, dark brown eyes and wavy black hair. A face like his name, like it should have been chiseled out of marble, with a big Mediterranean nose, high cheekbones, and one of those brows that could go dark and menacing and make a girl shiver.

His mouth was probably illegal.

She needed to stop cataloging him, because it only made the blushing, perky thing worse. The guy she now realized was his brother gave her sly looks whenever the two of them passed her. Looks that said, I see the way you watch him. Everybody sees.

She wanted to tell him, It’s not like you think. I’m not mooning over him. I’m trying to figure out a way to drag him into my bed and tie him up.

But that was such baloney. She was mooning over him.

“And you live …?”

She pointed out the door in the general direction of her place. “Camelot Arms apartments. A mile or so over that way.”

“And if I go into that basement with you, you’re not going to attack me? Compromise my virtue?”

“I’ll call your mother and swear to it if you want.”

He huffed, half a laugh, and his mouth curved into a sideways kind of smirk that lit her panties on fire.

“All right, Amber Clark. Shall we go find ourselves a corner to huddle in?”


Chapter Two

By the time Tony’s boots hit the basement floor, he could barely hear the storm. The buzz of the fluorescent lights overpowered the sound of the rain.

They might not even notice the all clear when it went off. If he’d been thinking, he would have brought the radio with him. Or pulled his cell phone out of his truck instead of leaving it lying on the front seat like an idiot.

“You have a cell?” he asked.

“No, sorry.”

“Is there a phone down here?”

“I don’t think so, but I’ll look.”

While she was searching around, Tony glanced over the tidy rows of rack shelving. It was a full basement, one he’d been in before several times, but he’d never paid much attention. He’d usually been focused on the electrical box or the ductwork or some other thing he needed to mess with to get a job done.

Now he really looked, impressed with whoever had imposed order on the large space. There were several rows of shelves with neatly stacked and sorted equipment—balls, uniforms, climbing harnesses, pool chemicals and floats—all kinds of stuff.

The building used to belong to the college, but they’d given it to the village of Camelot after they constructed a new athletic center a few years back. Now some rich local had died and left money to pay for the new wing, which would add a studio for aerobics classes, a big workout room, some meeting areas, and another locker room just for families with little kids.

By the time it was done, the center would be twice as nice as the Y in Mount Pleasant, which was where Camelot residents had to go now if they wanted to belong to a gym.

Amber returned, frowning an apology. “No, sorry. No phone down here. I couldn’t even find a jack.”

Tony imagined his father berating him. You’re always so careless. Didn’t you listen to the weather?

He had, but he’d figured he’d be done and home before the storm hit. Then he got distracted by the unholy mess the electrical guys had left behind. Tony hadn’t wanted the site to stay trashed all weekend long. Stuff like that made the company look bad. He’d picked up, started running the shop vac, and the next thing he knew the siren was going off, and he’d kept her late again.

Kept her from her mother.

His mouth twitched into a smile at the memory of the conversation.

Amber flicked on a bank of switches in the middle of the room, illuminating the back half, and turned around. She stuck her hands in the front pockets of her khakis.

“So,” she said. “How ’bout that weather?”

She was so damn cute, with that face and her ponytail and the whistle around her neck. Not cute like she was trying to be, but cute like she couldn’t help it. Like a baby rabbit. It made him want to follow her around to keep the foxes from eating her up.

Except he was one of the foxes.

“We’re not likely to get hit,” he said. “The radio put us right at the edge of the storm. If it touches down anywhere, it’ll probably be around Brevard.”

“Yeah, I heard that.”

“Don’t suppose you got dinner down here?”

“There’s nothing to eat, sorry.”

“TV/VCR? Deck of cards?”

“Just a bunch of sports equipment. Oh, and we’ve got Youth Theater costumes. We could play dress-up.” She threw him a little smile.

He managed not to tell her he’d rather play doctor. “I’ll be the princess,” he offered, “and you can be the pirate.”

Another smile. She had a dimple. Naturally.

“I think there are some chairs in the back.”

She led him down an aisle of metal shelving to a tower of orange and blue plastic chairs stacked against the far wall. Tony pulled two off the top.

“Ladies’ choice. Blue or orange?”

She took the orange, and they sat. Amber crossed her legs one way, then the other. Crossed her arms. Folded her hands in her lap.

He wondered if she was uncomfortable because she knew about the accident. People got that way. But it didn’t seem to fit, not considering how she went all pink and bashful whenever he walked by.

Could be she was just afraid of him because he was a man, and she was a woman, and here they were, alone.

Only one way to find out.

“So is it the storm you’re afraid of, or is it me?”

“Who says I’m afraid?”

“You can’t sit still.”

She wrinkled up her nose. “We’re in an unusual situation. I’m a little … apprehensive.”

He threw her a grin. “Don’t go busting out the big words on me.”

“Oh, sorry. It means—”

“It’s okay, I know that one. Fancy word for ‘afraid.’ ”

This smile was shy and fleeting. “Yeah.”

“I’m pretty harmless. We should play Twenty Questions or something. Truth or Dare. Get to know each other.”

Her eyes widened, and then she started to cough. The coughing got the best of her. She had to cover her mouth with her hand and double over, giving Tony a view of her slim back.

The polo shirt was made of thin, smooth cotton, and one of her bra straps was twisted, making a knot beneath the material. What kind of bra did Amber wear? Plain white cotton? Black lace?

He could ask her, but she might pass out.

When she sat up, her eyes were red-rimmed, the lashes all clumped together. No smeared mascara, though. No makeup.

She didn’t need it. Not with that olive skin, those big eyes in her sweet face, and that mouth that gave him way too many dirty ideas.

She’s a nice girl. Probably looking for a husband.

Not for you.

Tony rubbed his palms together. “So how’d you get this job?”

“I just applied for it. After college. I mean, I worked at the desk for a while, and then I applied for this job.”

“Did you want to be a … whatever you are?”

“Program director.”

“You in charge of everything—who uses the gym when and what time the pool is open and that big Halloween party and all that?”

“More or less. I did my degree in sports management, and this was kind of what there was, if I didn’t want to move. It was either this or be, like, a high school coach, and I’d have to be a teacher for that.”

“You didn’t want to be a teacher?”

“No.”

“See, I’d have guessed that was right up your alley. Bet you got straight A’s in school.”

Her expression soured.

“You did, didn’t you?” he asked. “Honor roll and everything.”

A nod.

“And you went to college. Where’d you go, OSU?”

“No, to the Naz.”

“You’re a Nazzie?”

The Nazarene college in Mount Pleasant was for serious Christians. The students weren’t even allowed to dance, much less kiss.

She was even more of a bunny than he’d thought.

She shrugged. “It’s close by, and they gave me a good scholarship. I’m not really … I’m a Catholic. Or I used to be.”

“Me, too.”

“I guessed, with a name like Tony Mazzara.”

And then she looked down at the floor, and he replayed the conversation, trying to figure out what he’d said to spook her this time.

No idea.

“So you used to be Catholic, and you’re only sort of a Nazzie. What does that make you now?”

“A great disappointment to my mother?”

“Ah, you’re nothing but trouble these days, huh?”

She snorted, still inspecting her toes. “Hardly. But I don’t go to mass twice a week, and I’m not married yet, so she’s not sure what to do with me anymore.”

“That does sound disreputable—working seven to five, driving that little yellow car around, doing lines of cocaine in the bathroom.”

Her head snapped up.

“What, no cocaine?” he asked.

“I don’t even drink.”

“Bet you bring a different man around the apartment every weekend.”

There came that blush. “Not so much.”

“You got a boyfriend?”

“Not exactly.”

“Not exactly? What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I don’t.”

Leaning back, he braced his arms behind his head. He stretched his legs out in front of him, propping one boot on top of the other, because he wanted her to look at him. Patrick gave him flak about the way she stared, but Tony liked how she looked at him. She made him feel big.

He needed to stop playing with her, but by the time her wide brown eyes finished meandering their way up his legs, past his crotch, and over his chest, he was feeling so bulletproof, he couldn’t resist. “Honey, somebody’s got to teach you how to misbehave. You’re doing it all wrong.”

Tony was thoroughly enjoying her dismayed expression when the lights went out.


Chapter Three

Blackness fell, sudden and complete. It took a second for Amber to get her mental bearings.

The power had gone out.

Fantastic.

Now she was alone in the dark with an unreasonably sexy man who thought she was Mother Teresa.

Somebody’s got to teach you how to misbehave.

She’d wanted to ask, How about you?

But of course she’d said nothing. She didn’t know how to say stuff like that.

It was a trap, being good. You trapped yourself, and then even when you unlocked the door and walked out of the cage, you still felt trapped.

She sighed.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Why wouldn’t I be okay?”

“Some people don’t like the dark.”

His voice didn’t sound right. It sounded as if it was pushing back against the weight of something, but that didn’t make any sense. Tony moved around the construction site like he owned all of Mount Pleasant and half the village of Camelot. He was never this … strained.

“You wouldn’t be one of those people, would you?”

She tried to give the question a teasing lilt, but it didn’t quite fly, and then it didn’t matter, because he said, “I might be.”

Tony Mazzara, the Italian Stallion, was afraid of the dark.

She let it sink in for a moment, because it had such a long way to sink.

Part of her wanted to smile at the irony, but it was really bad news for him. The basement wasn’t just dim, it was pitch-black. An ocean of dark. There were no windows, and a heavy door at the top of the stairs blocked any light that might have filtered down. Poor Tony.

“Is there a flashlight down here, you think?” he asked.

“Not that I know of. How much of a problem is this for you, exactly? Like, you’re not a big fan of the dark, or worse than that?”

“I’m not going to flip out and start smashing things.”

“Okay. Good.”

But he didn’t sound good, now that she was listening. She could hear him breathing, fast and shallow, as if he might be flipping out. Plus, would he even have admitted being afraid of the dark if he had only a minor aversion to it? Probably not. He was a man. Her younger brother, Caleb, would never admit to being afraid of worms, even though he’d passed out when he had to dissect one in high school.

She needed to help Tony get his mind off the situation, but she wasn’t sure what to say. They were stuck in a basement together in the dark, in a tornado, and he was possibly having a panic attack. What next, zombies?

She said the first nonsense that popped into her head. “You think this is what Y2K is going to be like?” January 1, 2000, was still months off, but she’d seen a “personal survival guide” at the bookstore last week. “Everybody huddled in the dark, fretting about the end of the world?”

“Nah. I think Y2K is a bunch of crap.”

“My mother is obsessed with it. She reads every article in the newspaper, and when it comes on the news, she’s always like, ‘Turn it up! This is important!’ ”

“Your mother sounds like a trip.”

Her mother was controlling, difficult, and uptight. But really lovely, if you could get past all that. “She’s unique.”

“You live with her?”

“No, I have an apartment.”

“Oh, right. You said that.”

“But she lives nearby,” Amber confessed. “My parents own the complex, so they have a big apartment above the office.”

If he interpreted this to mean she was a loser who’d never properly left home, he was kind enough not to say so.

“My mom’s having her New Year’s party like she always does,” he said. “All my family, plus the aunts and uncles and cousins. She figures if the lights go out and airplanes start crashing, at least there’ll be champagne.”

“Maybe we won’t even survive that long. Maybe this is actually the apocalypse, getting a jump on us. By the time New Year’s rolls around, the world will be empty, anyway.”

“If this is the apocalypse, where are the horsemen? They’re supposed to have fiery swords. Then it wouldn’t be so fucking dark.”

“You could ask to borrow a fiery sword to use for a flashlight,” she suggested.

“Yeah. ‘Excuse me, sir? I know you’re probably going to lop my head off with that thing in a minute, but in the meantime, could I hold it, you think?’ ”

She smiled. “Maybe he wouldn’t let you have the sword, but there’d probably be a flaming T-shirt or something he could spare.”

“You’re making out like the horsemen of the apocalypse are going to be nice guys. I’m not sure that’s the way it works.”

“Good point,” she said. “You’ll have to find an angel.”

“Those won’t be hard to track down. They’ll be here for you.”

“I doubt it. I never go to mass anymore.”

“They’re going to bring you a fancy chair to ride up to heaven in. A what-do-you-call-it, like in Vietnam movies? Where somebody pulls you through the streets?”

“A palanquin?”

Another huff of laughter. “I’ve never even heard of that. Whatever it’s called, you’re getting one.”

He snapped his fingers. “A rickshaw. You’re getting a rickshaw.”

“I’m not sure I want a rickshaw.”

“Doesn’t matter. Rickshaws aren’t optional. But look, if you haven’t left in your rickshaw yet when the Devil shows up and starts listing all my sins, you might consider sticking around to defend me.”

She smiled. He sounded better again. Relaxed. He was funny, which was a surprise.

She liked him.

Of course, she’d already liked him, but in a faraway, movie-star-idolizing sort of way. When she’d imagined talking to him in her head, he hadn’t ever been funny.

Actually, did he even talk, in her head? Or did he just sort of … attractively smolder while chopping wood, or smashing things with a sledgehammer, shirtless?

Her imagination—so rich in some ways, so impoverished in others.

“Do you deserve to be defended?” she asked. “I thought you were trouble.”

“Who said I was trouble?”

The teasing had drained from his tone. Oops. “The same person who told me your name was Patrick.”

“You were asking about me.”

“It’s possible.”

“Well, if you did ask about me, and you found somebody who knew my family well enough to tell me and Patrick apart, they’d probably tell you I was all right. Not bad news like Patrick, but not as smart as Joe or as ambitious as Peter. They’d probably also tell you none of us boys has a lick of sense compared to Andrea and Cathy.”

“That’s a lot of nots. You’re not the bad one, the smart one, the ambitious one, or one of the girls. Which one does that make you?”

“The one who’s never going to amount to anything.”

He was trying to sound light and breezy again, but it wasn’t quite working. She heard the discomfort behind his words, and it surprised her.

Tony ran a big construction company, or at least part of it. Directed trucks. Told workers what to do. He walked around pointing at girders and directing electricians as though he had an encyclopedia of construction inside his head. Surely he’d already amounted to something?

“Why would anybody say that about you?”

A few seconds’ pause. “Actually, I take it back. It’s been awhile since anybody said that. I’m trying to be the responsible one these days.”

“Trying?”

Three or four mornings out of five, his blue truck was waiting in the parking lot when she drove up, and he kept her late after work. He seemed about as responsible as they came.

“Yeah, well, it doesn’t come real natural. My brother, Patrick? He and I …” Tony paused, then exhaled explosively. “Let’s just say he did something he couldn’t undo, and I had a part in it. It changed the way I think about … pretty much everything. And then my dad died a few years ago, and my mom took over the company, but she doesn’t know jack shit about building things. I’ve been helping her keep it afloat.”

“You don’t sound like trouble at all.”

“I used to be.”

An uncomfortable pause. They’d strayed too far from where they started. In an attempt to steer them back, she said, “That’s a relief. If you were a saint, who would teach me how to misbehave?”

Silence.

She’d walked off a conversational cliff.

In the dark, silence had a completely different quality. She felt exposed, her heart beating over a loudspeaker, her words echoing in the space between them.

She smelled concrete and pool chlorine and damp. She shifted away from the hard plastic of the chair digging into her upper back, and she heard it all coming. Everything he was about to say.

“Amber, look.”

She crossed her arms.

“You’re a nice girl.”

That. Exactly that. Now he would tell her he hadn’t meant what he’d said earlier.

“I didn’t mean to give you the wrong impression. The thing is …”

“I get it,” she said. Anything to stop him before he could tell her she was too nice for him, or too young, or too something else that she didn’t know the words for.

“I’m pushing thirty,” he said. “And you’re, what, twenty-one? Twenty-two?”

“Twenty-four.”

Metal scraped over concrete as he shifted in his chair. “You’re a pretty girl.”

He said it like an apology.

“Thank you.”

Silence again. Pitch-black silence, into which no machines rumbled and no lights intruded, no shapes emerged to make the darkness feel familiar. She could hear the rain, a faraway white noise that only seemed to deepen the quiet of the basement.

She could hear her watch, too, ticking off the seconds. She’d had no idea it was making so much noise down there on her wrist.

And beneath that, inaudible but present, she could hear the anger and frustration she’d been finding increasingly difficult to ignore over the past few years.

This was what came of trying so hard for so long to be good. Twenty-four years old, and her inexperience was written all over her face, so obvious that it meant a man like Tony didn’t even find her attractive.

When she was little, she’d believed that God was watching her, and she’d wanted to please Him, just as she’d wanted to please her mother. In those first years after they moved to Ohio from Michigan, away from her aunts and uncles and her grandparents, her mother had become so bitter and unhappy she was almost unrecognizable.

Amber did what she could to make it better. She played with her younger brother, Caleb, and helped take care of baby Katie. She never made a peep at school, helped clean the house, brought home exemplary report cards.

After a while, Mom got used to Camelot, Ohio, and Amber got used to being good. For years and years, she was as good as she could possibly be, thinking it was going to get her somewhere. Win her a blue ribbon, or true love, or fulfillment.

It didn’t.

Even before college, her faith in God and goodness had started to fray, and the summer break she spent in the slums outside Cape Town doing charity work with a group of Nazarene students left it in tatters.

God wasn’t watching. There might be a God, or there might not—she hadn’t made up her mind about that. But she’d seen enough dire poverty and need in South Africa to shake her out of her complacence.

Life could be short, and it could be brutal. She was lucky enough to have been born in a good place to good people in the midst of plenty. Yes, she needed to use the advantages she had to try to make the world better, but she also had to live.

It wasn’t that she wanted to misbehave. She just wanted to locate some other set of standards, some way to be and feel without worrying so much about doing the right thing all the time. She wanted to follow the occasional crazy impulse without getting smacked down for it.

She’d just begun to think that maybe she could, with Tony. That she could flirt. Be a bit reckless.

Then, smack.

“Say something.”

Tony’s voice, strung tight again.

“What do you want me to say?”

“Anything. I get … I get antsy, being in my head this much.”

She didn’t know what to tell him. She couldn’t go back to what they’d been doing before—teasing conversation that had misled her.

Irritation nudged at her. Be who you are. Say what you mean. What difference does it make, anyway? Who’s really paying attention?

He might end up thinking she was a fool, but he was just a stranger. A guy who worked construction at her job. When the new wing of the community center was finished, she’d stop seeing him three or four days a week and start seeing him every three or four years. Or never.

Why should she care what Tony Mazzara thought of her? He certainly didn’t care what she thought of him.

For once in her life, she was going to say whatever she wanted, and damn the consequences.


Chapter Four

“I’ll talk to you,” Amber said, “but only if you promise not to feed me any bull.”

Tony sounded cautious when he replied. “I’m not feeding you bull.”

“Just … just be honest, okay? You don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to, and the same goes for me, but don’t say what you think I want to hear. And don’t tell me how nice I am. You don’t know me.”

“All right.”

A few more seconds ticked by. She hadn’t expected his easy acquiescence. This was uncharted territory, and stepping into it unsettled her as much as it exhilarated her.

“So you gonna talk to me or not?” he asked.

“I’m thinking.”

“Anybody ever tell you that you think too much?”

“Yes.”

She couldn’t see him, but she thought he might have smiled.

“Okay, here’s what I want to know,” she said. “Do you feel like the inside of your head matches the outside of you? I mean, do you think people see who you are when they look at you, or somebody entirely different?”

It was something she wondered about a lot.

“Deep thoughts, bunny.”

“Don’t call me ‘bunny.’ I’m not an infant.”

Amber did a mental stutter step. She never would have said that to him in the light. She never would have said it to anyone.

But Tony didn’t seem to recognize the audacity of her remark. He just said, “Sorry.” Then he exhaled, considering her question. “No. Not really.”

“So who are you, really?”

“Who do you think I am?”

She felt her face heating, but she ignored it. “You’re strong. I mean, your body, of course, but that’s not the main thing. You walk around like you know where you’re going, and like that’s all you’re thinking about. You don’t care who sees you or what they think about you. You’re … centered in yourself, I guess. And everyone else is irrelevant.”

“You’re seeing the job.”

“No, it’s you. I mean, it’s what you look like. To me.”

“And you have a thing for that guy.”

He didn’t say it like a question. It was just that obvious. She didn’t try to perk up whenever he was around, but she felt it happening—the way her spine straightened and her chin lifted and her eyes went all wide and excited.

He must have seen her staring at him. Must have read her mind when she followed him out to the parking lot each night, hoping that tonight would be the night she’d get something other than Have a good one as a goodbye.

Amber closed her eyes against the sick discomfort of her embarrassment, but eyes open or closed, it was the same. The blackness didn’t change. She could shrink away from it or expand into it.

She decided she would rather expand.

There was nothing wrong with having a thing for him. It wasn’t illegal. It wasn’t even pathetic, though it felt that way. It was human. She was human.

And she was tired of shrinking.

She looked straight at the spot where she knew he was and said, “Yes. I do have a thing for that guy.”

“He’s not me. I’m a lot more fucked-up than he is.”

“I think everybody is. I mean, everybody is more complicated than they look, when you actually get to know them.”

“Yeah, maybe so. You want me to tell you what you look like? From the outside, I mean?”

“I think you already did,” she said.

“You tell me, then.”

Amber considered how to put it. “Sweet. Nice. Ordinary nice, and ordinary pretty, all the way through. Like a Girl Scout, or Maria in The Sound of Music.”

A huff of laughter. “There’s some of that, I’ll be honest. But you got the whistle, too.”

“What about the whistle?”

“You round up those kids with the whistle. When you’ve got your clipboard and you’re barking orders at them out on the soccer field you look tough as nails.”

Tough as nails. She liked that.

“You look sexy.”

Something dark and dangerous in his voice made her nipples prickle.

“Don’t.”

“No, it’s true. You look like you know what you want. Like the way you seem to think I am.” A pause. “This chair is wicked uncomfortable.”

Metal scraped against the floor, and he rustled around for a moment. She felt him move closer, then farther away.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m going to sit by the wall. Want to join me?”

“Sure.” The chair was getting kind of painful. She stood and pushed it aside. “I don’t want to trip over you.”

“I’ve got my hand out.”

She waved her arm around until she connected with skin. Soft hair and hard muscle. His forearm. She followed it down to his wrist, then his hand.

His fingers wrapped around hers, damp but strong, and he used his grip to guide her to the right spot. “Sit right there.”

She sank to the ground. Her thigh brushed his, and she moved over a few inches to lean against the cold cement wall.

“Better?”

“Better.”

She took a few moments to get used to the new position. It felt cooler, the chill of the concrete moving through the backs of her thighs. Closer to him, too. More intimate.

“How are you doing now?” she asked. “With the dark, I mean.”

“I’m hanging in. Keep talking to me.”

“Why do you hate it so much?”

She felt his shrug as a disturbance against her shoulder. “There weren’t a lot of dark places at my house growing up, or a lot of alone time. I’m not real fond of either.”

It didn’t feel like a complete answer. She waited, hoping she’d get more from him.

He sighed. “It’s easier to ignore all the bad shit in the light. Distract yourself with work and TV and other people. The dark is just … bad memories. Bad dreams. I don’t like to be left alone with all that.”

Trouble, Rosalie had said. Amber remembered her mother’s question, cut off before she could complete it. Is he the one who …?

Whatever had happened to Tony—whatever he did or didn’t do—it had left its mark on him.

“I hate spiders,” she volunteered.

“All girls hate spiders.”

“I don’t mind the little ones. Just the big, hairy ones.”

“I hate them, too. But don’t tell anybody.”

“It’ll be our little secret.”

“You any good at keeping secrets?”

“Should’ve asked me before you told me your secrets.”

“Yeah.”

She pulled up her knees and leaned her head back against the wall. “What are you most afraid of?”

“I’ve already told you two things that scare me. If you think I’m going to make you a list, you don’t know men.”

“We already established that.”

He chuckled.

“I have a brother, you know. And a dad. I’m not a complete innocent.”

“Having a brother won’t get you very far. Having a boyfriend, on the other hand …”

“I’ve had boyfriends.”

“How come you don’t have one now?”

She thought about how to answer.

Because I’m tired of getting matched up with men who are exactly as good as I am, and exactly as uninteresting as I feel.

Because the first guy I slept with cried afterward, and while the other one was an improvement, sex hasn’t exactly knocked my socks off.

She settled on “I haven’t met the right type of guy, I guess.”

“Which is …?”

“Different from the guys I’ve already been with.”

“Different how?”

“Just different.”

“You’re ducking the question.”

Was she?

Yes. She was. Be bold, you weenie.

“Okay, sorry. Different like … I’d like to go out with a guy who’s had completely different experiences from me. Like a guy who’ll challenge me or drive me nuts sometimes. Somebody who doesn’t always feel safe, but always feels interesting.”

“Huh.”

“You can’t just say ‘huh.’ ”

“Oh. What I meant was, ‘Huh, and here I thought you were going to talk about sex.’ ”

“You did?”

“I hoped. You’re making me curious.”

“Why?”

“I’m a man, and you’re pretty, plus you like me. You start talking about guys, and I start hoping I’m going to be able to work the conversation around to sex.”

“You want to know about my—” She couldn’t say sex life. She didn’t have a sex life. “—my personal life?”

“No. I just want you to talk about sex, freely, for the next several hours.”

Amber laughed, a surprised bark. “That’s not going to happen.”

“Damn. Well, just tell me this, then. Are you a virgin?”

“That’s none of your business.”

“You could tell me anyway.”

She could. Why not? She wanted to.

She took a deep breath. “No. I’m not a virgin.”

He made a sound, a kind of grunting unh that she didn’t know how to interpret.

“What does that mean? Was I supposed to be a virgin?”

“No. Yes. I have no idea.”

“Why do you sound like that?” Tight. Tense.

“You don’t want to know.”

“I thought we were being honest. You made me say ‘virgin’ out loud, and now you won’t talk to me?”

“I’m a guy. We’re talking about sex. Why do you think I sound like this?”

There was a direct question. Amber tried to figure out some sneaky way to avoid answering it, but she couldn’t come up with one, so she just blurted out, “You’re excited?”

“ ‘Excited,’ bunny?”

“You said you wouldn’t call me ‘bunny.’ ”

“I’m getting hard. Not excited. Hard.”

“You’re picking on me.”

“No, I’m not. I’m hitting on you. I really shouldn’t, but I can’t help it. I want to hear you say the word ‘hard.’ ”

“No.”

“Come on. Say it, and I’ll stop calling you ‘bunny.’ ”

“I’m not saying the word.”

“Then I’m not going to stop.”

“I don’t even know how we got on this subject.”

“Don’t be coy. Nobody likes coy.”

“I thought guys loved coy.”

“Just say it.”

Another deep breath. “You’re getting hard.”

And she was getting hot. So hot. Her cheeks, her throat, her breasts, and a deep pool of liquid heat between her legs. Holy cow.

“Wow,” he said.

“What ‘wow’?”

“Say it again.”

“Once is all you get.”

“C’mon. Tell me why I’m getting so hard.”

He was exasperating. How had he maneuvered the conversation to this point so easily?

Why did she want so badly to keep going?

“Fine. You’re getting hard at the idea of my … actually, which part is making you hard?”

“Pretty much the whole package.”

“But mostly the virgin part gets you hard.”

He exhaled forcefully. “Okay. You gotta stop saying that word.”

“I thought you wanted me to say it.”

“Yeah, but every time you say it, I get a little harder, and now I feel like I could hammer nails with my dick.”

A deep pulse of arousal started between her legs and pushed through her whole body. Amber closed her eyes, overwhelmed. “Oh.”

“See, now I’ve shocked you.”

“I’m not shocked.”

“You’re totally shocked.”

“I’m excited.” And shocked.

Another soft grunt. “Does ‘excited’ mean ‘wet’ now?”

“Shut up.”

“I would if I could, I swear to God.”

“That’s just … that’s just biology, though, right?”

“Don’t make this complicated. It’s us talking about sex, and me wanting to have sex with you.”

“Oh. Like, now?”

“I’m not going to fuck you on the floor in the dark in the basement, if that’s what you’re asking.”

She hadn’t actually gotten that graphic in her mind, no. But now that he had, whoa. Whoa. And also, Yes, please.

It wouldn’t ever happen. Still, this was the single most exciting conversation Amber had ever had. She didn’t want it to end, so she gave herself permission to keep saying whatever came to mind, with no filter.

“But you kind of want to do that? What you said?”

“Say it.”

“You kind of want to—” Oh, Lord. “To fuck me on the floor?”

She heard something give a soft thunk against the concrete. She thought it might be his skull. “Yeah, honey, I want to.”

“That’s hot.”

Another soft thunk. “Jesus Christ,” he said. “You’re not a bunny at all.”


Chapter Five

Amber had a million different impulses at the same time.

Crawl into his lap.

Keel over and die.

Ask him to kiss you.

Hide in the corner.

Fumble around in the dark for his fly and find out if he means it.

She liked that last impulse best, but she couldn’t move. Running her mouth was one thing, and getting rejected—physically, actually, definitively rejected—was another. She wasn’t sure she could hack it.

“Who ever said I was a bunny?” she asked.

“Nobody, honey.”

“Well, I’m not. I’m just a woman, Tony. Just me. And I … I like you.” A lot.

“I like you, too, honey, but I—”

The tornado siren cut him off. It built from a low moan to a wail, surprising her with its volume.

When the siren died down, there was only their breathing and her disappointment. No way to resurrect the conversation—the noise had effectively sliced through the intimate atmosphere—but she wanted it back, all the same.

She wanted to know what would have happened next.

“That was the all clear,” Tony said.

“I know. We can go up. You want me to lead the way out, since I know it better?”

“Yeah, that’d be good.”

She stood up and brushed off her butt. He got up, too, and he was standing so close to her that they bumped a few times as they got cleaned off.

“So, wait, which way are you facing?” she asked.

His hand collided with her hip, a solid weight. “This way.” The other hand landed, and there went that heat between her thighs again. That single, intense pulse that flung her whole body headlong into lust.

He could kiss her, if he wanted to. He was breathing hard. Maybe he did want to.

Here, in the dark, where she was safe, she could even kiss him. She wondered how far away his face was. If he was staring over the top of her head or looking to the side. How difficult it would be to seek his mouth with her own and to find out whether his lips were soft or firm.

“I need to get out of here,” he said.

Right. She had sex on the brain, and he was in fight-or-flight mode.

“Okay. Let’s go over to the side wall so I can turn the light switches off, just in case the power comes back on tonight.”

She pried one of his hands off her hip and held it, pulling him along behind her as she took tentative steps into the blackness. She realized too late that she should have followed the back wall instead of walking in the open, because every step she took, she became a little more uncertain, a little more worried she’d drop into an abyss or trip over something. Get eaten by a lion. Whatever primitive fears her brain unleashed upon her at moments like this one.

Tony was breathing as though he’d just finished running a marathon.

“You never told me what your worst fear is,” she said, hoping to distract him.

“This. This is it.”

“No way. This is just a phobia. I mean something bigger than that. Like what mistake would you most regret making? What’s the one thing you could never get over?”

He didn’t answer for so long that her stomach started to hurt, and she wanted to retract the question. She shouldn’t be prying, not when she knew there was something he didn’t want to tell.

His reply came as a relief. “You have a gift for asking weird questions, you know that?”

“Sorry. I—ow! Son of a biscuit!” Her shin had slammed into something.

“What?”

Amber felt around with her free hand until she could make sense of it. One of those rolling racks of basketballs. If she remembered correctly where it was, that made the wall ten or twelve feet farther ahead. “I ran into some balls.”

Great. Now even normal conversation sounded dirty.

“You bleeding?”

“No, I’m fine.” She started walking again, Tony in tow. “My worst fear is that I’ll get to my deathbed and realize I’ve never done anything with my life.”

“You’re not even twenty-five yet.”

“So?”

“So that’s a stupid thing to be afraid of.”

She forgave him the insult, since his palm was sweaty, and it was hard to be kind while freaking out, and clearly her question had punched a button she needed to learn to avoid if she was ever going to talk to Tony again. “It doesn’t seem stupid to me. You know, I have a younger brother in the army, and he’s living in Germany. My baby sister, Katie, wants to move to Paris—or she used to anyway. Lately she keeps talking about Alaska, which is where her boyfriend wants to go after graduation. And I’m just … here.”

“You finished college. You have a job. It’s not like you have to leave town to prove yourself.”

“I know.”

“Family’s important, too.”

“I know, I’m just … I don’t know who I am yet. I feel like I’m still living the wrong life.”

She reached the wall and pulled his hand forward until his fingertips touched it. “Here. We made it. Now we just have to keep moving forward, and we’ll reach the stairs in no time.”

“Thanks.” He exhaled, a ragged sound. “You want to get married, have kids, the whole nine yards?”

Yes.

The thought seemed to come from some part of her other than her brain. It leapt out from the cellular level, straight to the tip of her tongue.

Then she realized he was asking if she wanted to get married someday, to someone. Not to him, immediately.

Amber swallowed. “Sure. You?”

“I don’t know.”

“You ready to start walking?”

“Yeah.”

“Do you need to hold my hand, or …”

“No, I can just use the wall.”

“Okay. Keep up.”

They started walking toward the front of the basement, moving faster now. Even at a more rapid pace, the room felt four hundred times as large as it had when the lights were on.

“So how can you not know if you want to get married?” she asked. “You’re almost thirty. It seems like you would have figured it out by now.”

“You sound like my sister.”

“Oh, don’t turn this into a woman thing. It’s a human thing. Do you want to find someone to marry? Do you want to reproduce? These are not complicated questions.” She reached the light switches and flicked them all off.

“Well, I’m not going to say ‘No, not ever,’ because I try not to do that these days.”

“Why’s that?”

“You never know what’s gonna happen in life. Sometimes you win the lottery. Sometimes tragedy knocks you on your ass with no warning.”

A raw note in his voice.

“So expect the unexpected?”

“I try to. But I don’t see myself getting married from where I’m standing right now.”

“Because …”

“You know what you said, about your worst fear? I guess that’s mine. I can’t take the idea of letting people down. Whenever I think about getting married, even in the abstract, I imagine myself making the wrong choice and then seeing it all fall apart ten years down the road. I guess I’m old-fashioned, you know? I think it should last forever. But I want to know it’s forever, and that I wouldn’t ever flake out on my family. Get careless or distracted and fuck it up.”

“Nobody can know that.”

“I know.”

“So you’re just not going to do it? That’s your solution?”

“So far, bunny.”

“You promised not to call me ‘bunny.’ ” She reached the opening at the bottom of the staircase.

“See what I mean? Careless. I fuck a lot of things up.”

And then he more or less flung himself up the steps, and she followed him at a sprint, because she needed the burning pain in her lungs to dispel the unsettling loneliness that had come over her.


Chapter Six

When Tony finally emerged through the door at the top of the stairs, he wanted to sink to his knees and weep with happiness. He’d never been quite so pleased to see daylight—even this strange, faded, greenish-blue daylight brought by the storm.

Amber skirted around him and headed straight for the phone. He walked to the front windows on wobbly legs to look out at the parking lot.

He could still breathe. Everything was fine. Thank God for her, though. If she hadn’t been down there with him, he probably would have come up and risked getting carried off to Oz rather than sit in all that darkness.

The parking lot was trashed, leaf litter and small branches strewn all over and rain still pouring down. Something caught his eye off to the back end of the lot, where both he and Amber had parked. A big branch down off the oak tree, right on top of her little yellow car.

“Hey, Amber?”

He turned to look at her, but she was holding up her finger, phone pressed to her ear.

“Good. Glad to hear it. Yeah, I already said I’m fine. I’ll be home in a while. I have to check out the center first.”

“Amber, you’re going to want to take a look at this.”

She glanced at him, but her eyes weren’t really focusing. “I have to go, Mom. All right. Uh-huh.”

How was it possible that she could look so different now? Same slim figure in khakis and a blue polo shirt. Same long, dark hair up in a ponytail. Same whistle around her neck, same sweet, round face.

And everything about her turbocharged with sex.

“No, he’s still here, too. What? None of your business. No. Seriously, no, just stop. I’m going. Goodbye.”

She leaned over the counter to hang up the phone, and her khakis tightened over a million-dollar ass.

How had he missed that ass?

He was still trying to wipe the image from his mind when Amber walked over, looked outside, and saw her car.

“Oh my gosh! Noooooo!”

She flung open the door and ran into the lot, and Tony had to follow her, because … well, he just had to.

He picked his way across the lot, avoiding the deepest puddles until he reached her side. She was standing ten feet away from her car with both hands over her mouth. The rain plastered strands of loose hair to her face and made her pants stick to her thighs. “I just paid it off!”

“That sucks.”

“I mean, I just paid it off. Last week! I was so happy! And now it’s wrecked.”

“It’s insured?”

“Of course it’s insured, but for Pete’s sake! This isn’t fair! I just want to—I don’t even know!”

She stomped her foot, spraying water all over his legs.

“Sorry!”

“No worries.”

“Gosh darn it!”

Her hands were curled into fists, her face was red, and she looked as though the top of her head might pop off if she didn’t calm down soon. “You ever consider saying a swear word or two?” he asked. “Just to take the edge off?”

“You mean like ‘fuck’?”

“Exactly.”

“Does that help?”

“Helps a lot.”

She glanced over at the wreckage. The branch lay across the crumpled hood. It had punched a hole in the windshield, which meant the interior was probably full of water. The roof was half caved in, too.

“I hate that motherfucking tree!” she cried.

“Now you’re talking.”

“Stupid sonofabitching tree killed my car!” Amber stalked across the wet lawn to the trunk of the offending oak tree, hauled off, and kicked it.

Not a good idea. She squealed, picked up her hurt foot, and started hopping around. He was on his way over to see if he could help when she slipped in the wet grass and fell. Then she flopped onto her back and started laughing.

“Oh, my God! I can’t believe this fucking day.”

When Tony reached her, she was just sitting up. Her skin looked all gray and splotchy in the weird light. Her hair stuck to her face, and she was soaked and starting to shiver.

But she was smiling at him.

The unbridled joy in that smile struck him like a punch. Nobody looked at him like that, with such open, boundless optimism. Her car was a crumpled wreck, and still she beamed, her dimple winking at him, her big, brown eyes promising there had to be a sunny side to everything.

To be able to smile like that. Like there was no past, only future, and it would all come out all right in the end.

“You’re right,” she said. “I think it does help to say ‘fuck.’ ”

Something welled up in him. Gratitude and desire, all mixed together, bigger than he was remotely ready for.

He gave her his hand, pulled her to her feet, and kissed her.

At first, Amber was so surprised, she didn’t respond. Too many things were happening to her body at once. She was suddenly vertical, rain beating down on her head and her shoulders, chilled and soaking wet. She was furious about her car, slightly hysterical and overwhelmed—and then his arms came around her, strong and sure, and his mouth met hers, and she sort of blanked out and became just lips for a while.

Soft. His mouth was soft. His breath fanned over her face, and one of his hands came up and held the back of her head, moving it and tilting it just so. A new angle. A different kiss.

She inhaled sharply through her nose as goose bumps broke out all over her body.

He made that noise again, that grunting male noise that sent her pulse into the stratosphere, and she realized in a more conscious way that he was kissing her. Tony. Kissing her. He splayed one hand across the middle of her back, the other still behind her head, and he kissed her, open-mouthed and commanding, and she was just standing here like a limp puppet when this was her chance to touch him and kiss him back.

She brought her hands up to his shoulders. He was hot even through the wet red cotton of his T-shirt, hot and hard and broad, and oh, man, she didn’t ever want it to end. His hand on her back coaxed her closer. His knee nudged her legs apart and lodged there. Tony’s thigh. Between her legs.

Oh holy Mary.

Her fingertips had developed a mind of their own. They skimmed over his neck, plunged into his hair, memorized the shape of his head, and then trailed over the caps of his shoulders and down those amazing, muscular arms.

His tongue flicked out over her bottom lip. Hot and wet, everything was wet, her whole body damp and perspiring, cold on the outside except where Tony touched her. There, she was all moist heat, practically steaming.

Amber parted her lips, and his invading tongue swept into her mouth. She made a little noise then, a kind of squeaking mmph as her nipples came to attention at the stroke of his tongue, so aggressive and male and—and copulatory. A word from Animal Planet, but the right word, because his tongue was having sex with her mouth, and it was as though nobody had ever kissed her before.

She had been doing it all wrong.

The hand on her back dropped to her ass and hauled her up his thigh, higher and tighter, plastering their bodies together and putting pressure on the deep ache between her legs. She skimmed her palms down his back, searching for the bottom of his shirt because she wanted his skin, the wet, slick heat of him, under her palms. She wanted their hot bellies pressed together, soft against hard. She wanted him to do something about how crazy he was making her.

“Tony,” she said, because she couldn’t not say it.

She fumbled her way into his shirt and got her own up out of the way, fumbled her tongue into his mouth to experience the taste of him as she pressed her skin against his. He was as rich and dark as she’d expected, and ten times as good.

She’d always approached kissing carefully, as if it were a skill she needed to master, but this was messy and haphazard, dirty and careless and completely amazing. She bit his lip and slicked her tongue over it, carried away with a giddy kind of power she’d never experienced before.

Tony sucked in a breath. “Fuck me,” he said, and he picked her right up off the ground and carried her, staggering several feet until her back bumped into the oak tree and his pelvis pinned her in place, a thick, perfect heat between her legs.

“You’re hard,” she said, because she couldn’t quite believe it.

“Not now,” he muttered, and his mouth moved to her neck, his hands to her breasts, cupping them through her wet shirt and her bra. His thumbs rubbed over her nipples, sweeping, pressing as he pushed between her legs and ground into her softness.

She was too turned on to think, but something didn’t quite make sense about his denial. “You are, though. I can feel your … your—”

“Don’t say that now, Amber, or I swear to God I will fuck you up against this tree, and you will like it.”

That made her shudder. Or maybe it was the way he rubbed her nipple between his thumb and finger, a pinch through two layers of fabric that reverberated at the spot where his erection pressed against her panties.

“Oh my gosh,” she said when she could breathe again.

“Shut up and kiss me.”

His mouth came down again, and she was lost, her hands all over his torso, exploring the muscles of his back and sides, his arms, tugging at his butt so he’d thrust even harder against her, because the mimicry of sex was so far superior to her experiences of the real thing.

He tore his mouth away. “We gotta stop.”

“No.”

“We have to. If we don’t, I’m gonna take off your shirt.”

He said the words, but he was still rocking into her hips, licking his tongue over her lips, into her mouth, and the ache had turned into an unbearable spiraling tension. She could come. If they kept doing this, and he kept touching her, she might. An astonishing development.

“Don’t stop,” she said. “I’m getting … I could …”

His expression turned almost fierce. “Don’t even tell me you’re gonna come.”

She shook her head. The feeling fled, scared away by all the talking and his fierceness and her attempt to hold on to it. She hadn’t come either time that she had sex, and she’d never even gotten close before when making out. Her orgasms were a shy species, afraid of men.

When he took his thigh away, she moaned in disappointment. “Shh,” he said. And then his hand was there, right where she needed it, and she moaned again.

His mouth was close to her ear, his voice low and dark and deliciously dirty. “Would you come on my hand?”

“I don’t— I don’t think so. I can’t—”

But he was unbuttoning her pants. “Can’t?” he whispered. “That sounds like a challenge.” Down went the zipper.

“Tony, we’re outdoors. You shouldn’t—”

But he did. Oh, sweet Jesus, he did.

He pushed her panties out of the way like it was no big thing. Like people did that. “Nobody’s out driving around in this weather.” One blunt fingertip found her slit and moved down, down, down. “And I’m hiding you from the road, anyway. No one’s gonna see.”

And then his finger was inside her, pushing just where she wanted him most.

“You’re so wet.” He sounded like he was choking, and she could understand that, because she felt the same way. Like she could barely breathe from all the pleasure.

His finger slid all the way in, the heel of his hand bumping into her and putting pressure up high.

“You like that, Amber?”

“Gnhuh.”

“Tell me you like it.”

He pulled out his finger, slicked it up and over and then back in. She could only thrash her head from side to side, mindless.

“Tell me, or I’ll stop.”

When he did it again, she gasped. “I like it.”

“You love it.” Then he added another finger, and she died. “I love it, too. This is nuts, but I can’t help it. You’re so hot for me, so tight. You’re making me lose my mind.”

“I’m not—making you. You’re the one—with your hand—down my—oh, God.”

He lowered his forehead to hers, his eyes trained downward on the pistoning action of his hand, and somehow that was even hotter and more wonderfully horrible, knowing he was witnessing her utter abandon.

He was so good at it. His fingers moved in time with her hips, dipping inside her, then coming up to spread her body’s slick moisture over her with a glancing touch before he dropped back down again. In and out. Up and down. But not the same every time. Sometimes he left his thumb behind, a gentle pressure like a placeholder, and sometimes he pushed a little harder, which made her want to clench and bite.

She turned her face to the side, unable to bear the weight of his forehead and the sound of his breathing when there was this storm inside her, this sharpening need that wanted out.

“What gets you off, honey?”

She shook her head. She didn’t know. Wasn’t about to tell him that when she masturbated, it was with a pillow, not like this, and that no man had ever done this to her, and she didn’t know how to finish it.

“Tell me.”

“I can’t.”

“You don’t tell me, I’m gonna have to guess.”

“Let’s just—” She made to push his hand away. “It’s not going to happen.”

He took her arm in his free hand and pinned it next to her head. “Oh, it’s going to happen.” Their eyes met. “Unless you’re saying you don’t want me to.”

He moved his hand out of her, and she wanted to cry, because no, she wasn’t saying that. She did want him to. She wanted this dark-eyed, dark-haired, hard-angled man to be the first one to unlock her, to teach her all the secrets she couldn’t discover on her own. But she cringed at the idea of failing at this. “I just don’t know how. With you. I mean—I’ve done it before. By myself. But not … And if it doesn’t work …”

He watched her as she spoke, his eyes keen and interested. She felt as if he could hear everything she didn’t say.

“You have performance anxiety.”

“That’s for men.”

“Not just for men. For anybody, especially with somebody new, and especially when they don’t have a lot of experience. Which you don’t, do you? You’re not a virgin, but you haven’t done this much.”

“No.”

“How many times?”

“Twice.”

“Same guy?”

“Two guys.”

Tony’s look of concentration sharpened. “One-night stands?”

“Not really. We were dating. It just … The sex was kind of the deal-breaker. Both times.” She saw Brian, quietly crying, and closed her eyes. “Do we have to talk about this? It’s raining.”

“We don’t have to talk about it.” He kissed her. “We don’t have to do any of this. But I want to.” Another kiss. “I think you want to, too.”

She did. She thought she did, but it was hard to know just what she was getting into with him. Everything had happened so fast, and she couldn’t even guess where they’d be in an hour, much less a day.

And the longer she stood here, pressed up against a tree with rain dripping on her head and falling in a curtain beyond the canopy of the oak tree, falling into her ruined car, falling into the weird post-tornado light—the longer she looked at everything that wasn’t Tony, the more aware she became of how uncertain she felt.

He was right. This was crazy.

A few hours ago, she’d never even spoken to him, and now they were … what? What were they?

She didn’t have a name for it.

“Hey. Amber.” His hand on her face. “Look at me.”

She met his eyes and threw away all the words she might once have used. Dirty. Shameful. Wrong.

It wasn’t like that. When he kissed her, touched her, they were close. A scary, vulnerable, maybe-I-shouldn’t-be-doing-this kind of close.

She liked him, and he made her feel different. Like the version of herself she wanted to be.

It was crazy.

It wasn’t completely crazy.

Still. They’d probably dabbled enough in crazy for the time being.

“I think we should lock up,” she said.

He stepped back a few inches and zipped her up, then offered her his hand. She wasn’t sure what to do with it, but when she took it, all he did was squeeze her fingers. “Let’s go inside.”


Chapter Seven

Ten minutes since he had his hand in her pants, and she wouldn’t look at him.

Tony helped her into the truck, wishing she would meet his eyes and knowing he might not like what he saw there if she did.

Amber fiddled with her seat belt. He gave up and walked around the truck. Climbed in and started the engine.

“You know where you’re going?” she asked.

“Yeah, I think so. Just let me know if I head the wrong way.”

He turned left and drove along the playing fields at the edge of the Camelot College campus.

A too-pretty town, it hardly seemed real to him. Not that Mount Pleasant was a cesspool—it had brick streets downtown, festivals in the summer, and quaint, old-fashioned businesses. But it also had a long commercial strip with one of every chain store, and neighborhoods full of ugly duplexes.

Camelot didn’t have any of that. It was a college town, full of liberal professors and spoiled rich kids whose parents could afford to spend more than forty thousand dollars a year educating them.

Tony wondered where Amber fit in all that, growing up at the apartment complex. She’d have gone to elementary school in Camelot, but they bused the Camelot kids into Mount Pleasant for middle school and high school. Then she would have driven into town for her college classes at the Naz.

She wasn’t quite from either place, maybe. Somewhere in between.

Her fingers kept plucking at the knee of her pants, as if it were vitally important for the wet fabric not to touch her leg.

Spooked again. He wondered if she was half as spooked as he was.

They’d gone their separate ways inside the building, Tony checking out the site while Amber moved through all the rooms and made sure everything had come through the storm okay. Then he’d offered her a ride.

He almost wished he hadn’t, though he would have been a total dick to leave her there by herself.

It was just that she looked too good in his truck.

He drove almost all the way out to the two-lane state highway that connected Camelot to Mount Pleasant, then hung a right and headed uphill toward the apartment complex. Amber shivered.

“You okay?” he asked.

“I’m fine.”

She didn’t offer any more conversation, and he wasn’t sure what to say. He turned on the heat, angling the vents in her direction. The dashboard clock read six forty-five. Ninety minutes since the tornado siren had sent him into the basement with her.

Ninety minutes since he’d first said more than three words to her. So how had he ended up practically nailing her up against a tree, in public, where anybody could have seen them? What the fuck was wrong with him?

He was hot for her, sure. That kiss had been off the charts. Her body, her tongue, her breasts … just thinking about it made his balls ache and his dick get heavy all over again.

But he’d been reckless, and reckless was no good. Bad things happened when you started thinking the rules didn’t apply to you. He and Patrick used to think that, and Patrick had ended up in prison for it. Patrick had ended up destroyed by it.

It could just as easily have been Tony.

Somebody had told her he was trouble. He wished whoever it was had told her the rest of the story. He was starting to think he was going to have to.

At the entrance to the complex, he slowed down.

“Second building on the right,” she said.

He pulled into a space out front and cut the engine. She turned toward him, her eyes deep and liquid dark, full of an emotion he couldn’t identify. Something in them made him want to wrap his arm over her shoulder, but he knew where that would lead.

She’d never even had an orgasm with a man, and he wanted to hand her her first one. Of course he did. He was hard-wired to want that. Spread his seed, perpetuate the species. But what did that leave Amber with? Memories of getting off with some hard-hat-wearing roughneck who tumbled her around for a few hours and then never called her again?

Was he really that big of an asshole?

He didn’t want to be.

“You want to come up?” she asked.

She would get the wrong idea, and she’d end up hurt. Hell, he’d probably already hurt her, out there in the parking lot. She would regret it later on. But it would be worse if he took her up to her apartment and took her to bed the way he wanted to, because she would wake up in the morning thinking they had something that didn’t exist.

It couldn’t exist. This pull he felt when he looked at her, and the out-of-control way he’d felt under the tree, as if he had to touch her or something would slip away from him, something he needed—that was all an illusion. It took a long time to get to know somebody, to figure out all the stuff about them that was going to drive you nuts over the long haul. Weeks and months to find out how compatible you were in the sack and to get your sense of humor lined up.

This thing with Amber—it was some kind of temporary attachment, the result of spending that time in the dark with her. Probably the result of flipping out in front of her, too. Attraction and fear came with potent chemicals. Surely they could make you think you had something that wasn’t really there.

“Go ahead and say no, if you’re going to say no,” she said. “Don’t sit there trying to decide how to break it to me.”

She had that snap to her voice again. That don’t-bullshit-me tone that he liked, even when she was busting his balls. “That’s not what I was trying to decide.”

“Sure you were. If you were going to say yes, you’d already have said it.”

“You know what happens if I come up.”

She glanced at him, then away. “Probably.”

“Definitely.”

Her chin lifted. “I can fix you something to eat, if I can get the burners to light. The stove’s gas. I can’t dry your clothes off, though.”

“So I strip, you offer me a towel, and then we sit around in the dark with candles lit, and what? Talk about baseball?”

“I like baseball.”

“You do, huh?”

“I watch it with my dad.”

He reached out to cup her shoulder, knowing his touch would rattle her and wanting it to. “Look, Amber. If I come up, I’m going to have you naked in no time flat. I’m going to fuck you. Is that what you want?”

She squirmed. “Do you have to say it that way?”

“Say it what way, ‘fuck’?”

“Yeah.”

“What would you call it, honey? Until a couple hours ago, I’d never even had a conversation with you. We do this tonight, it’s not gonna be making love. It’ll just be sex. And then I go to work Monday, and you unlock the place, and we gotta figure out how to be around each other after. The more I think about it, the more it sounds like a terrible idea.”

Her fingers picked at the fabric over her knee. “I don’t see why it has to be that way,” she said quietly. “After, I mean.”

“You don’t get why it has to be one night.”

“No. I mean, yes, sort of. I guess I don’t see why you’re so sure you know what’s going to happen. It’s not like any of this has gone according to some master plan you had.”

“I know how I am.”

Her face came up, and those eyes found his. Those huge, dark eyes, searching his expression for something they were never going to find. “So if you come up, and we … then tomorrow, you’re not going to like me anymore, is that it?”

He sighed. “I’ll still like you. I just won’t want to hurt you, any more than I do now. I’m trying to do the right thing here. We already talked about this, right? You want a wedding and a white dress. Even if we made sense as a couple—and we really don’t, babe, when you think about it—I’m not going to be able to give you that.”

Her expression hardened as he spoke, her mouth flattening out. “That’s so insulting.”

“What is?”

“You’re telling me you don’t want to come up because if you have sex with me, I’ll fall in love with you, and then I’ll want to marry you and you’ll break my heart.”

He just stared at her, unsure what to say. That was kind of what he was telling her. But when she put it that way, it sounded bad, and he could tell it pissed her off.

“Look, Amber—”

She cut him off. “That’s so arrogant.”

“Honey—”

“Quit ‘honeying’ me. I’m not your honey. I’m a person, Tony, and I want to have sex with you. Don’t go thinking you’re some kind of god just because you know I like you. You’re not going to break my heart by putting your … your dick in me. You might make me so mad I change my mind, though, if you keep talking to me like I’m some kind of delicate flower who’s going to wither away and die if you don’t handle me just right.”

She flung open the door and hopped out of the truck. “I’m going up to my apartment now, and I’m going to take off all my clothes. If you want to be there to see that, get off your tush and follow me.”

She slammed the door and stalked toward the building, and Tony tried to remember why he wasn’t supposed to follow her.

He tried for what felt like forever, but she was walking fast, and the farther away she got, the more urgently the need pounded through him.

He wanted her. Wanted her way too much to deny himself, even knowing how much he would regret it later.

The truck door slammed behind him. By the time he hit the steps, he was jogging.


Chapter Eight

Amber dropped her purse on the table by the door.

She discarded her shirt in the middle of the living area and knelt down to take off her shoes in the short hallway that led to the bedroom.

She didn’t know if he would come in, but if he did, he was going to get an eyeful.

Was this her, unzipping her pants at the threshold of the bathroom? She felt as though she must be a different Amber Clark from the one who’d hung a cluster of carefully arranged photographs on the wall across from the toilet and bought a bowl of potpourri to sit on top of the tank.

Something had happened to her.

Strange to think that one afternoon could redirect her, reshape her—but maybe all she’d needed was a reason. A desire that made becoming different more important than the safety of being the same.

Someone to reach for.

She heard a soft knock. “Amber?”

“The door’s unlocked.”

Her khakis dropped to the floor, and she carefully pulled the ponytail elastic out of her wet hair. The strands brushed her back, right above her bra strap. Her nipples hardened with a shiver.

Tony was in her apartment, and she was in her bra and panties.

The floor creaked beneath his feet. “Where are you?”

“In the bathroom.”

She pushed aside the shower curtain and turned the spray on hot.

When she twisted around again, he filled the doorway, and he was staring.

He didn’t say anything. Not a word. But he looked at her, and she felt it as a flush of heat across her neck, a fullness in her breasts. She felt it on her lips, felt it brushing over her stomach and deep between her legs.

Amber reached behind her back to unhook her bra. “I’m going to take a shower.”

Tony braced his hands in the doorway. She couldn’t tell whether he was trying to hold himself up or keep himself back.

She let the bra drop.

A muscle jumped in his jaw.

She hooked her thumbs into her panties over each hip bone and looked for something in his eyes. Permission. An invitation.

“Go on.” His voice had melted—or maybe it was that it was melting her. That low, deep, rich sound puddling between her legs. “Get yourself warm.”

Amber bent over and pushed her panties off, aware of the way her belly folded when she leaned down, the way her breasts hung. These shapes were all her own shapes, but his now, too. To a man as hard and rough as Tony, she must look so soft and rounded. Rare and beautiful.

He didn’t move.

She didn’t want him to.

She stepped into the shower but left a gap in the curtain big enough to talk through. Or glimpse through.

As she tipped her head back and let the hot spray pound against her scalp, she gave voice to the sentence that had been tripping around the back of her head for more than an hour. “The first guy I had sex with cried afterward.”

She kept her eyes on the pebbly plastic texture of the shower ceiling as she lathered up her hair.

“His name was Brian. He went to the Naz, too, and we dated junior year. I was … I was really unhappy back then.”

After losing her faith in God, she hadn’t known how to get it back. Hadn’t even wanted it back, but she’d felt an aching need to fill the hole it had left behind.

“Do you want to hear this?” she asked. Because the sound of the water was soothing, but it wasn’t nearly as good as the darkness for burying her apprehension.

“Yes.”

Curt and gruff, even for Tony.

Still, it was what she needed to hear to continue.

“So I kind of latched on to Brian.”

Brian had been so easy, so good. She’d loved that about him—how simple he seemed to find everything. As if his neural pathways were all four-lane highways, compared to the tangled, byzantine mess inside her head.

“We had about four million movie dates, and he came to my parents’ for dinner and hung out with Caleb and Katie. He practically felt like a member of the family. And then one of my friends heard him talking to one of his friends about breaking up with me.”

She had suds all over her hands, a great pile of shampoo lather that overflowed between her fingers. Quickly, she tipped her head back and rinsed it all out.

Then the conditioner, a cool puddle cupped in her palm.

“He’d never done more than kiss me. When I realized he was going to dump me as soon as he worked up the guts, I think … I think I was actually angry with him, but it didn’t come out like anger. I thought I loved him.”

Even then she’d realized that she didn’t love him enough. She never would have married him, and he must have recognized that. It must have factored into his decision to end things.

She’d just wanted to have a boyfriend. To have sex and be normal. The problem was that Brian didn’t really think sex was a normal part of a relationship. To him, it was something that should only happen between a married couple.

“I kind of … seduced him. Not that he made it hard, or anything, but he always kept his hands above the waist, and I moved them down. Gave him permission.”

She rinsed out the conditioner and glanced through the gap in the shower curtain. Tony was leaning against the door frame, watching. Listening.

“It was bad?” he asked.

“It was terrible.” It hurt, and she bled, and then she spent the whole time wishing it would be over. “He cried afterward. Like, really cried. I felt awful.” Not because she thought they’d sinned, but because she’d made him do it, and she knew he would beat himself up over it forever. “And then he dumped me.”

“Was the other guy better or worse?”

“Both.”

“Tell me.”

She twirled a bar of soap between her hands and spread suds down her arm. “The thing with Brian … I wasn’t in a hurry to do it again. But then I was going out with this guy, Andy.”

One of a chain of well-meaning men pressed on her by others. Amber was happy enough to go out with them, but usually things would peter out after three or four dates. Andy had lasted longer. Met her parents. Taken her to Cleveland for a Browns game.

“Tell me, Amber.”

His voice so calm and certain, the way it was on the job site when he told the workmen what to do.

Authority and kindness. Exactly what she needed.

“I was going out with him around Christmas, and he came over here for dinner and gave me a present that was way too expensive. A flat-screen TV. And I knew when I opened it, ‘This is because he wants you to have sex with him.’ So he was a creep, right?”

It hadn’t just been the present. She’d already noticed that he wasn’t as interesting as he’d seemed at first, or as nice. And on one of their dates, he’d been rude and condescending to their waitress. Always a bad sign.

“I’d bought him a tie. Seriously, a tie. And he bought me a TV, which I don’t even really watch. But I let him sleep with me anyway, because I wanted to have done it with more than one person. I felt like, I’m twenty-three, and I should know what this is like. I should be doing this.”

Her hands skated over her breasts, lathered between her legs. Her body felt sensitized, aware, but there was nothing arousing about telling these stories. It was a purging, a necessary cleansing so she could have Tony the way she wanted him.

Honest.

“That time it didn’t hurt. It was just exactly what it was, you know? His body and my body, joined together in this really improbable way, and the whole thing with the condom, and trying to figure out where to put my arms.

“There was no way I was ever going to come, not in a million years. So I just made this little sound, like oh! and he seemed to think that was it, and he slapped along to the conclusion.”

Afterward, she’d felt scooped-out and empty, and she hadn’t been able to understand why. She’d gone to mass with her mother, just to see if she could find some glimmer of the feeling it used to inspire in her, and she’d felt nothing. No sin. No forgiveness. Just … nothing.

“He called me a few times after that, but I didn’t call him back.”

She rinsed off the soap and cut the water, wrung it from her hair, and pushed the excess droplets off her arms and legs with the flats of her hands. When she emerged into the clouded bathroom, he held open her old green towel and wrapped it around her.

He leaned down and kissed her softly on the mouth.

“It’s not supposed to be like that,” he said.

“I know.”

He walked her into the bedroom and took a seat on the edge of her bed. So stern again, serious in his wet red T-shirt and jeans, his hands braced over his kneecaps as if he needed something to hang on to.

He was beautiful.

And now that she’d told him, she felt different. Not quite perfectly calm, because her heart was pounding way too fast, and she felt as if she were floating an inch or two outside her body. But more sure of herself.

She wanted Tony for different reasons than she’d wanted Brian or Andy. Not because she expected him to rescue her or change her or fix her, and not because she had anything to prove.

Because he made her hot. Because he was sexy. And maybe more than either of those, she wanted him because she liked him. The actual him.

It was a good reason.

He didn’t look like he agreed, though. He looked like she’d drawn him to the edge of an abyss, and he wasn’t sure he ought to go over it.

“What are we doing, Amber?”

She tried to lighten the mood. “I thought you planned to—to—”

“To fuck you?”

“Right.”

“Say it.”

There was that cocky smile again. That Crest gleam, with its dirty subtext.

“To fuck me.”

Lust fired up between her legs, just like that. Amazing, what those four little letters could do. She supposed she’d always known. Why else had she avoided swearing, once she’d given up on the whole notion of keeping her soul immaculate?

But she hadn’t understood that the power cut more than one way. It could be sexy to talk like this. Liberating.

“To fuck me,” she said again, and this time she watched that hard k light a fuse in his eyes. “I thought you planned to fuck me and then leave me a weeping mess.”

“That’s the plan.”

But his eyes were too kind, too warm. He wasn’t that sort of man. Not for her, anyway.

He reached for her waist, his hand a clamp, stronger than her own grip could ever hope to be.

He liked her. She thought maybe he liked her just as much as she liked him, and he didn’t know what to do about it. She didn’t know what to do about it, either, except to keep fumbling forward and see what happened.

Maybe it wasn’t the right thing.

They would find out together.

She stepped closer and placed her palm flat against his chest. It rose with his deep inhale.

His fingers tightened at the top of her thigh. When he spoke, the teasing tone was gone. “You sure you want this, Amber? With me? I don’t want to be the guy who finishes off the job of wrecking sex for you.”

“You won’t.” She smoothed her hands over his shoulders, running her thumbs up his neck. So tense. “Do you—do you still want to do this?”

His eyes dropped to the tuck in her towel. “If you’re sure.”

“You did say you would teach me how to misbehave.” She lifted his hand to the center of her chest. “So teach me.”

“I brought a condom up from the truck.”

“I have some in the bathroom.”

“All right, then.” He stroked his hand over her collarbone, then let it drop away. Rising, he grabbed a handful of shirt behind his head and pulled it off in one quick shucking motion.

Holy mackerel.

In a photograph, he’d be beefcake—bigger and more chiseled than any man she’d ever seen shirtless, bigger even than she might have thought she wanted, if she hadn’t already wanted him so much.

But the reality of him was so much better, so much more than the way he looked. The heat of his skin. The smell of his body, like rain and soap and sweat. The rise and fall of his chest.

He was beautiful and real. Not a body, flat in two dimensions, but a heart, a soul, a mind. All here because he wanted to be with her as much as she wanted to be with him.

Awe rose inside her, pushed tears into her eyes and made her breath catch.

Tony gripped her wrists and pulled her hands to the flat of his stomach, just above his belt buckle. “Touch me.”

She couldn’t quite believe she had permission, but she took it, gladly. She moved her hands off his belt onto his stomach, letting her knuckles drift lightly over all the shapes of him. The ridges of his abs, the swells of his pectoral muscles, his tight shoulders and the dip between bicep and elbow. Forearms and hands. He closed his eyes, and she shaped him, wanting a physical knowledge to match the pictures in her mind.

Not just a body. Tony’s body.

“You feel amazing,” she said.

“You’re killing me.”

She glanced at the front of his jeans. Whoa.

Her hands skimmed down to his belt buckle, and she worked the leather loose from the loop slowly, allowing her fingers to brush against the ridge of his erection.

Hard.

She traced the shape of him with one finger, and he sucked in a deep inhalation through his nose.

“So big,” she said.

A strained smile. “Music to my ears.”

Amber palmed him. So hard. “What do you call it?”

“Honey, if you don’t know what it’s called—”

He stopped talking when she stroked up and down, and she watched the pleasurable agony overtake him, barely able to believe she had this much power. “I want to know what you call it.”

“My dick, I guess.”

“Is that what you want me to call it?”

A light squeeze, and his eyes closed. He looked like he was dying. “No,” he gasped. “I want you to say ‘cock.’ ”

A more forbidden word. She should have guessed. The more forbidden it was, the more pleasure he got from coaxing her into the transgression.

“So if I say I want to touch your cock …”

He groaned.

“Or that I want your cock inside me—”

He thrust into her hand, a quick, sharp motion that matched the escalation in his breathing.

“—that turns you on?”

“You have no idea.”

He sounded terrible and wonderful. A torture victim.

“Give me a little credit. I have some idea. I do understand that if I tell you I want your cock in my mouth, you’ll probably—”

He knocked her hand away, and the towel came off, and his lips came down on hers, hard.

She stumbled into the kiss, unsure how to respond to the urgency she felt in him. His tongue slicked over her lip, asking for entry, and when she opened her mouth his hand came up to cup her face, and he poured all the desire she’d made him feel back into her. It was like that, like being drenched in longing, one sudden, shocking wave of need that knocked into her and made all her muscles weak, so she had to cling to his arms and try to remember to breathe.

He touched her everywhere he could reach, her hip, her waist, her breast, her butt, while his other hand anchored her in place, steady and practiced in the way he used it to angle her head where he wanted it, to push the kiss deeper, darker.

His thumb brushed over her nipple, eliciting a brazen pulse directly between her legs.

She couldn’t stand up. Not when she was drowning like this.

When she started to sink toward the floor, his arm came around her waist, and he lifted her up and deposited her on the bed. Somehow her hands had found his head and the back of his neck; her fingers speared in his hair to hold him close. She didn’t want him to stop kissing her. When he tried to pull away, she made a mewling sound of dismay.

“Just for a second. I need to get my pants off, or it won’t be very comfortable to have me lying on top of you.”

She released him and watched as he unzipped his pants and pushed them off, along with whatever he’d been wearing underneath.

And then she just stared.

It was so much … ruder than she’d been prepared for. Big and hard, jutting out from between his legs, purplish and swollen.

She’d seen them before, of course. Twice. But Tony’s was not—

Tony’s was—

Even her brain started to stutter.

“Bunny?”

“Don’t call me ‘bunny,’ ” she said, and her mouth felt like it was full of cotton.

He sat down on the bed, then stretched out beside her.

“You look like a bunny right now. You look like you think I might beat you to death with it.”

“It does kind of have a … cudgel-like look about it.”

“There you go again with the big words.”

“ ‘Cudgel’? It’s only two syllables.”

She was still staring at it. He scooted closer, and it brushed against her thigh.

So hot, and silky smooth.

“What’s a cudgel, like a club?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s a new one.”

“Sorry. It’s not that I don’t, uh— It’s just that I wasn’t ready.”

When he shifted again, his thigh moved between hers, and the whole hot length of him pressed against her hip.

Not like a cudgel at all. Like … like wanting, if it had a shape.

“I’ll make sure you’re ready,” he said gently. “And then I’m gonna make you beg me.”

“Oh, good,” she whispered, before his mouth came down on hers again.


Chapter Nine

Amber kissed like two different women—confident and sensual one moment, shy and uncertain the next. When he skimmed his palm over her nipple, her lips parted and her knees came up. But when he took the invitation and moved his hand to her thigh, she squeezed her legs back together.

This was going to take some time.

Tony didn’t mind. He was a guy—he’d take sex just about any way he could get it. Fast and rough was hot. But so was slow, especially the first time. If it took hours to get Amber figured out, that was fine with him.

Though he might need a two-minute break to jerk off in the bathroom if she kept talking dirty to him. The word cock on her lips got him so hard it hurt.

For now, he just stuck to kissing her and let her do what she wanted with her hands. Those tentative fingers grew bolder, stroking up his back, then stopping just above his ass because she wasn’t quite brave enough to touch him there yet.

He propped himself on one elbow and let her play, knowing she needed this. Needed time to get used to his body and to adjust to the idea of him inside her.

When she finally worked up the nerve to slip her hands down over his ass and tug him up harder against her thigh, Tony figured she was ready for a little more. Which was good, because he was dying to get his hands on her.

He let them go where they would, never lingering long anywhere. Just getting her used to it, letting her adjust to the idea that he could touch her wherever he wanted. That she belonged to him, at least for tonight.

She felt even better than she looked, which was saying something. She was all contrasts—long, lean limbs from running or working out or whatever she did to stay in such great shape, but soft belly, soft breasts, soft between her thighs and along her neck and between her legs.

And wet, too. She might be nervous, but she wanted him.

He let his fingers drift along her inner thigh, trace the shape of her pussy, tease at her clit. Her hips rose off the bed.

“Tell me what you like,” he said. “That’s how we get good at this.”

Then he started exploring again, this time with his mouth.

He kissed her neck, her collarbone, her breasts. He licked her nipple, sucked it, bit it gently, and then, when that made her rock up against him, bit it hard. Her hand slapped down on his shoulder, a reprimand she didn’t mean, because her slickness arched up into his thigh, and afterward she relaxed a little more.

Good to know. Someday, Amber might like it rougher. A little biting, some spanking …

But not with him. He shut down that line of thought.

He worked over her breasts with his mouth, his hands. Her little muffled moans and sighs told him she was getting lost in sensation. Not a bad thing, but he was going to need her help to get her all the way there. He liked sex, he paid attention, but he wasn’t Houdini. He didn’t have any magic way of guessing what was going to get her past her stage fright.

When his hand slipped between her thighs, she parted them, and he stroked his fingers over her folds. So wet. Her body was ready—it was only her mind that hesitated. And no wonder. Jesus. Her first experiments with sex sounded like a fucking nightmare. He was glad she’d told him, but holy crap.

He put his mouth on her stomach, enjoying the way she wiggled and squirmed, not yet quite sure what to do with the need chasing its way through her. His fingertip found her clit with a glancing touch, and she rose off the bed, ready for more. “Tony,” she said.

He loved the way she said his name.

He slid one finger inside her, then swept it over her clit, a firmer touch this time. She’d liked this before, and she seemed to like it even more now, judging by the way her breathing shallowed out. He added another finger and moved his mouth lower. Lower.

Amber finally figured out where he was going. She sat up, fast.

“You can’t do that.”

Tony pressed his fingers into her and his thumb against her clit, and her eyes just about rolled back into her head.

“Why not?”

“It’s not— I’m not—” She tossed her hands up, a helpless little gesture that said, Rescue me.

“Amber.” Another quick pulse over her clit, and another low moan. “I’m putting my mouth on you now. I’m going to taste and lick and suck you, and I might even bite, and you’re gonna tell me what you like and what you don’t like so we can get you where you want to go.”

“But what about you?”

“What about me?”

“You don’t want to be … down there.”

He grinned. “I would hang out down here all fucking day if I could. I would move in down here. Buy a couch.”

She smiled, but the worry lines in her forehead didn’t go away.

“Lie down,” he said. “This is gonna be fun. I promise.”

She did what he said, but every muscle in her body told him she didn’t believe him, didn’t trust that this was a good idea.

So he took it slowly. He took it just as slowly as he could stand to take it, kissing and licking and nibbling and sucking, with slow thrusts of his fingers inside her. She didn’t talk, but he paid attention, and after a while she started to loosen up again. Her hands fisted in the sheets. Her eyes closed.

“Tony,” she whispered.

“Yeah?”

“That feels good.”

“Good. Keep talking to me.”

He pressed his finger along the front wall of her channel, looking for her G-spot, and when she bucked about a foot off the bed, he figured he’d found it.

“That!” she said. “I like that.”

He worked her clit, worked that spot until she was straining off the mattress, tossing her head from side to side. Just fucking desperate to come.

But she didn’t, and he didn’t know how to push her over the edge.

“Tony,” she pleaded. “I need …”

“Tell me what you need.”

“I don’t know.”

“All right. We’ll figure it out.”

He left his fingers inside her and moved his mouth back to her nipple, sucking hard. “Oh my gosh,” she said.

“Oh my God. When you’re in bed with me, you say ‘Oh my God.’ ”

Amber smiled, radiant as an angel. “Oh my God, that feels fucking amazing.”

“That’s my girl. You tell me what to do.”

He put his mouth back on her breast, licking and teasing until she spoke up and said, “Harder.” When he sucked, she said, “Can you … Will you bite me again? Not too hard?”

So he nipped her, and she tossed her head back and moaned. “Holy shit. Why do I like that?”

“Don’t worry about the why. Get out of your head and focus on the way it feels.”

He found a rhythm, and she chased it with her hips.

“Tony, I want …”

“Tell me.”

“I want your mouth again.”

“You want me to go down on you.”

“I do.”

He was already moving in that direction, but he pushed her anyway. “Say it.”

“I want you to go down on me.”

“Good girl.”

This time she opened wide for him, and he flicked his tongue over her clit and worked her with his fingers until she was moaning his name, over and over. “Tony, I want to come.”

“I know you do, honey. What do you need?”

“I need you.”

“You’ve got me.”

“I need—I need you inside me.”

“You want my cock?”

“I want your cock.”

No man in the history of the world had ever gotten a condom on faster. He practically leapt off the bed to retrieve it from his pants and then tore the package open with his teeth, rolling the condom on at lightning speed. He was about to push into her when he caught the look in her eyes and stopped.

“Cudgel,” she said.

“Right. Baby, I promise, I’m not going to hurt you.”

“I know. I need you. I’m just scared.”

“We’ll go slow.”

He went as slow as he could bear, nudging his crown inside her on the first thrust and sinking deeper slowly, slowly, until he was shaking with it and she was rubbing her hands up and down his arms.

“Oh, wow. Tony. Wow.”

He sank deeper, gritting his teeth. “You like that?”

When he finally got all the way in, she was clamped so tight around him, he thought he might die from it.

“It’s incredible.”

“Tell me how it feels.”

“Huge.”

He laughed, collapsing on top of her so his face was buried in her wet, flowery-smelling hair. “You’re good for my ego, honey.”

She was smiling, too, beaming at him when he propped himself up on his elbows again. “It feels good. I mean … I want you to do something with it, but I like having you … inside me.”

“You love my giant cock.”

He said it as a joke, and she laughed and wrapped her hands around the back of his neck to pull his forehead right up against hers. She kissed him on the mouth, soft and sweet. “Yes. I love your giant cock.”

“Can I move now?”

“Please.”

So he rocked against her, and pleasure fanned over her face. He withdrew a few inches and thrust. She closed her eyes, inhaling through her nose.

On the third thrust, the iron bedstead banged into the wall, and Amber said, “Oh!”

“You want me to get the bed away from the wall?”

She shook her head. “Are you kidding me? Do that again.”

He did it again. Then again. Bang. Again. Bang.

After that, Tony kind of lost the thread.

She felt so fucking good. Tight and hot, crazy-wet, soft and welcoming and just … just so real. No fake fingernails or fake bravado or fake sighs to make him think he was doing anything to her that he wasn’t. Just her body, the smell of sex on her skin, the way she closed her eyes when he made her feel something new but then opened them again and focused on his face as though she didn’t want to miss anything.

He didn’t want to miss anything, either, and he wasn’t used to being this tuned in. He had no experience with a woman who watched him with wide eyes that seemed to see everything, to see right inside him.

Even as he reveled in the scary strangeness of it, part of him knew better.

He would pay for this.

But his hands smoothed her hair off her face, his mouth kissed her forehead and her eyelids, and he moved as deep as he could get inside her. He couldn’t stop himself from clinging to this scrap of sweetness, from thrusting deeper, harder, when she wrapped her legs around him and encouraged him with little moans and whimpers, saying his name in his ear, making him feel like the biggest fucking thing in the whole universe.

“Amber,” he said. Like an experiment, an acknowledgment that she was who he was with, the woman he wanted more than he wanted to be smart.

“Oh my God.”

“Amber.”

And then he had to kiss her again, because he wanted to say it a dozen more times.

“Holy shit, Tony.”

“You like it.”

“Don’t stop. Ever. I’ll kill you if you stop.”

“Can you come from this?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. Yes. No. Don’t stop.”

Tony groaned. All the tension and heat gathered in his balls was pulling tighter. He couldn’t make this last much longer, couldn’t think about box office scores or whatever the fuck he was supposed to be thinking about to keep from coming because Amber was wrapped around him, and she was the only thing in the world that mattered.

He worked his hand between them. When he found her clit, she dug her nails into his arm so hard, he hissed. “Bad?”

“Good. Do that. Keep doing that.”

So he did, clumsy until he got the thrusts timed against the pulses of his finger, and she raked her nails up his back, the bed creaking hard now, the headboard pounding into the wall.

“I’m going to. Don’t you dare stop, I’m going to come.”

Tighter. Harder. Higher.

He bent his head and sucked her nipple into his mouth, closed his teeth around it, and she clamped down so hard around him that he just about lost consciousness.

“Oh!”

She came like a firecracker, like a whole fucking chain of firecrackers exploding one after another, and there was no way on earth he could keep his shit together, so he let go, let it rush up and overtake him.

He had to close his eyes when he came. God only knew what he said or what noises he made, his hand gripping tight around the iron bar of the bedstead just to keep him grounded in some kind of reality. The pleasure lasted so long that it felt like pain, and she was with him the whole time, clutching his back, holding him close. Saying his name.

When he collapsed on top of her, he barely had the presence of mind to keep his weight braced on one arm, he was so wrung out. Both of them were panting, their breaths lengthening out as they started to come down again, to settle back into their bodies, heavy and limp.

He rested his cheek beside her ear. “How’d I do?”

She exhaled and flung her arms out on the bed. “Motherfucker,” she said.

He laughed. For a long time, he couldn’t stop. He laughed so hard his stomach hurt, and he made a mess with the condom on the bedspread, but she didn’t seem to care. She just kept smiling, and when he finally got himself under control, he kissed her.


Chapter Ten

Her phone rang, shrill and intrusive as a nosy parent.

Which was probably who was on the other end of the line.

“You gonna get that?”

Amber stretched. Every single cell in her body was singing with contentment. She didn’t ever want to get up, and she didn’t ever want Tony to move off her. “It’s my mom.”

“I thought you called her already.”

“I did, but she probably wants to rehash the whole storm now. She’s chatty.”

Cool air met her skin as Tony shifted to the side. “She doesn’t live downstairs, does she?”

“No, she lives above the office, right by the entrance.”

“Good. That means she was too far away to hear the bed slamming into the wall.”

Amber covered her eyes with her hand. She hadn’t actually noticed the bed hitting the wall on a conscious level, but now that he mentioned it, yes. That had happened. There was probably a dent in the drywall. A dent that her father or her brother would fix, in the normal course of things.

Lord.

“I hope the downstairs tenant didn’t call her.”

Tony pitched his voice high. “ ‘Mrs. Clark, your daughter is having crazy ape sex upstairs. Do something.’ ”

Amber’s bark of laughter sounded too loud in the silent space between rings.

“Why isn’t your machine picking up?”

“Power’s out, doofus.” She shoved his shoulder, an excuse to get her hand back on the solid bulk of him.

She loved his shoulders and arms. They were even sexier now that she’d seen them braced over her, bearing his weight as he thrust inside her and—

“You did not just call me a doofus.”

“I have a teenage sister. Sue me.”

The phone fell silent.

“Is your mom coming over here now?”

“Almost definitely.”

“You want me to meet her like this?”

“Not particularly.”

He pushed one big hand under her shoulder, the other under her hip, and shoved her all the way over to the edge of the mattress. She had to grab on tight to keep from falling off the bed. “Go get on the phone, then, sunshine.”

“I’m not sure my legs still work.”

“No time like the present to find out.”

She let them drop off the side of the bed, and when she put weight on them, she was surprised by how lovely they felt. Her quads twitched as if she’d just finished a seven-mile run on the trail. Replete in the best possible way.

She grabbed her robe from its hook in the closet and kicked her scattered clothes into a pile on her way to the phone in the living room. As she dialed, she heard Tony moving around in the bedroom, and then the bathroom door closed behind him.

“Hey, Mom,” she said when her mother picked up.

“I just called you.”

“I know, sorry. I’m home. Everything’s fine.”

“What took you so long? What’s going on?”

“Nothing.” Then Amber remembered her car. “Actually, there is something. My car is dead.”

“Dead? What do you mean ‘dead’?”

“That big oak tree fell on it.”

“You just paid it off!”

“I know. It stinks.”

“You should’ve called your father to come and look at it.”

“No, Mom, it’s really dead. I’m going to have to get it towed.”

“So how did you get back here?”

“Tony gave me a ride.”

A long pause. Amber could practically hear the wheels whirring in her mother’s mind. The construction worker. The basement. All those unanswered rings. Then a faint metallic scrape in the background as the curtain rings slid along the bar and her mother looked out the front window of her apartment. “He drives a blue truck,” she said.

Oh, the disapproval in those words.

Amber knew she was supposed to be feeling something. Shame. Dismay. A twinge of what-have-you-done-young-lady? She’d just had sex with a man whose house she’d never seen, whose parents and siblings she’d never met. Bad, bad Amber.

She felt marvelous.

“He sure does,” she said.

“You invited him up?”

The bathroom door opened, and Tony came out, buck naked and completely unconcerned.

It didn’t look so much like a cudgel when it wasn’t standing at attention. It looked almost domesticated in its nest of black curls. Lovable.

Or maybe that was just Tony.

“Yep,” she said cheerfully. “I invited him up.”

“Amber, you need to be more careful. A man like that … those Mazzaras aren’t the best family, and—”

“Bye, Mom.”

She hung up the phone, knelt down, and extracted the cord from the wall.

When she turned around, he was grinning at her in that way he had, and her heart somersaulted backward off a cliff.

Too late to be careful, she thought. Way too late.

She stepped into his body and wrapped her arms around him. He kissed her, and then he kissed her some more, and then she kissed him back and he grunted, and his … his cock rose where it pressed against her hip.

He would go. Later tonight, or in the morning, he would go, and he might not ever come back.

But he wasn’t gone yet.

In the meantime, she would steal every intimacy she could get. Transgress every boundary. Take every stupid, doe-eyed risk, and hand him her heart and her body.

He couldn’t break her. She could only do that to herself, and she’d rather get broken this way than spend her life safe and afraid.

“I think you had more perversions to teach me?” she asked.

He ran his hand down the gully of her spine. “Dozens.”

She sank to her knees. “Let’s start with this one.”

When she wrapped her hand around him, he said, “Jesus, bunny.”

“Don’t call me ‘bunny,’ ” she replied, and then took him in her mouth.


Chapter Eleven

She fell asleep at around one.

Tony sat on the edge of the bed, looking out at the moon and trying to work up the will to leave.

If he stayed until morning, she would want to make him breakfast. She’d already fixed him pasta with homemade sauce from the fridge, something that had sausage in it and was nearly as good as his mother’s, though she hadn’t believed him when he said so.

He figured in the morning it would be bacon and eggs and Amber in that ugly pink robe, with her little satisfied cat smile, looking all mussed up because he’d spent half the night mussing her.

He wanted that. Too much.

She rustled under the blanket. “Tony?”

“Over here.”

“It’s dark.”

“I know, honey.”

“You want me to find you a candle?”

“No, I’m okay.”

He was okay because the moon was out, but more than that, he was okay because he could hear her breathing. He knew that if he lay down, he could find her again and wrap his arms around her sleepy body and hold her.

What did that mean, that she could make everything feel like it was okay?

He kept trying to tell himself it didn’t mean anything. It wasn’t real. But he no longer believed his own bullshit.

“Will you come back to bed?”

He didn’t answer, and that was answer enough.

When the lump under the sheet shifted and sat up, he could see the shape of her face, the fall of her hair.

“Are you going?” she asked.

“I’m trying to.”

A long pause. “Tell me why first.”

“I already told you how I am.”

Coward.

She pushed the covers off and crawled across the bed to him. When she got there, she sat cross-legged behind him and put her arms around him. “Tell me why you’re how you are. What happened to you?”

He looked down at where her white hands crossed over each other in the center of his chest, right over his heart.

She trusted him.

It was like getting cut by a knife that was so sharp, it went deep, fast, and it didn’t even hurt at first. You took your hand away, thinking you were fine, and then you saw the blood, and the ache started up.

Too late to stop it. Too late to do anything but bandage himself up and stagger through the aftermath.

“Please,” she said.

He couldn’t give her forever. Babies with big eyes and round cheeks. But he couldn’t pretend not to owe her the truth.

“My brother Patrick and I … You really don’t know this already?”

So many people did. His old friends, everyone who’d gone to school with him and his brothers and sisters. Most of the folks he did jobs for already knew. It wasn’t any fun, seeing his history on their faces, but it did simplify things.

“No,” she said.

“I guess you’re too young.” All the Mazzaras had been out of high school before she even started. And maybe it made a difference that she lived in Camelot, not Mount Pleasant.

He took a deep breath. “Patrick and I used to run around together. He’s fifteen months younger. I gave him his first beer, you know? We smoked weed for the first time together at one of those parties in the basement of South Hall. You ever go to one of those parties?”

She shook her head, rolling her forehead back and forth on his back.

“ ’Course you didn’t. Well, we did. I dropped out of high school partway through my junior year. I was bombing trig for the second time, failing English, too, and I didn’t see the point anymore. I wasn’t any good at school. If I read for too long, I would get this dull pain behind my eyes, and the lines would start to swim around at the ends, so I couldn’t get from the end of one line to the beginning of another.”

Amber inhaled, sounding like she was about to speak.

“It’s not what you think, dyslexia or anything like that. I got tested for all the learning disabilities, and I didn’t have any of them. It’s actually my eyes—or it was my eyes. This eye doctor I went to a few years ago figured it out. She called it ‘convergence insufficiency,’ and she says nobody tests for it as much as they should. Anyway, she did therapy with me and fixed it in, like, three months, but back in high school I had no fucking clue. I just knew I hated school, and I’d do anything to avoid having to spend all day long in a classroom. So as soon as I could drive, I bought a car with money I’d earned working for my dad, and I started skipping all the time. I took Patrick along for company.”

“Did he drop out, too?”

“Eventually he did. He was a better student than me. I was lucky to pull C’s and D’s, and Patrick got mostly A’s. My mom was furious with me. She said I ruined his life.”

Amber rested her cheek against his back and slumped against him.

“So we raised a lot of hell is the short version. Patrick had an on-again, off-again girlfriend, and he got her pregnant. He was trying to straighten up and be a decent dad, but I kept pulling him out to the bars with me, getting him to be my wingman when I was chasing tail. Both of us were working for my dad by then, but we came in late for shifts, took off early. Gave him a lot of gray hair. Probably took ten years off his life, even before the accident.”

She squeezed him tighter.

“Patrick and his kid’s mom didn’t get along. They fought a lot, even before the baby was born. But he loved that kid. Nicole was her name. He had his day with her on Sundays, and he never missed it, no matter what kind of crazy shit I dragged him into the night before. Sometimes I went along. I liked her, too. She was a real sweetheart. We would take her to McDonald’s, go to the swings at the park.”

His hands were cold, and he’d broken out in a sweat.

That shiny cap of white-blond hair. Her stick legs in stretchy pink pants, and that round little-kid belly.

He used to lie on the floor, and she would sprinkle him with fairy dust. Kid magic.

“One day I’d had him out all hours drinking, and we were late picking her up. Patrick started arguing with Alicia. They were yelling in the driveway and giving me a headache, so I went to lie down in the backseat. When Patrick got back in the car, he was so mad, he went tearing down the driveway. Nicole was hiding behind the car.”

“Tony.”

“Ran her over. Killed her.”

“Oh, Tony, no.”

Her body on the gurney with a sheet over it.

The blood had ruined her hair.

His stomach heaved, and Tony swallowed convulsively. He kept breathing. It was always like this.

“They charged Patrick with aggravated vehicular homicide, which meant he was drunk when he hit her, but they dropped it down to negligent because his blood alcohol wasn’t high enough to make the charge stick. I wouldn’t have let him drive drunk. I swear to God, I was never that stupid. But he was tired, and that was because of me. We’d only slept a couple hours. He had a DUI on his record, so he did six months in jail.”

She sniffed.

“Don’t cry. It’s done. It’s been done for a long time. Crying won’t fix it.”

“How do you … how do you even keep going?” The horror in her voice made him wince. “Her mother. Your poor brother. He must be—”

“He had a rough time. He’s doing better now.”

She moved to his side and kneeled, and he could feel her right beside him, looking at his profile. Searching his face for something. “What about you?”

Tony turned his head away. He hated this part. The sympathy. The bottomless fucking sympathy. So much harder to take than hatred or cold condemnation.

“It was worse for Patrick. A thousand times worse.”

“But you think it was your fault.”

“It wasn’t me behind the wheel, but I was responsible. Her mother was responsible. All of us were out there, being assholes, not taking good enough care of Nicole, and it could’ve been me behind the wheel just as easy as Patrick.”

His hands lay open on his knees, his fingers curling into fists and uncurling again, because he wanted to grab onto her, but he couldn’t even look at her.

She couldn’t fix it. Nobody could.

“I didn’t pay enough attention,” he said. “I always had a problem with that—getting distracted too easy, not following through on school and other stuff. My dad gave me hell for it. Whenever he had to clean up something I’d made a mess of, he’d say, ‘It’s gonna get you into big trouble one of these days, Anthony.’ And he was right.”

She sank down to her haunches, and he felt the brush of her fingers over his cheek before he understood she was going to touch his face.

If he’d seen it coming, he wouldn’t have let her. She’d snuck up on him.

She kissed his temple. “When did it happen?”

“Five years ago. Last month, she would have been seven.”

“And your dad?”

“Three years.”

“You still drink?”

“Never.”

“You raise hell? Go out to bars, pick up women?”

“No.”

“So how long before you’re done with your penance? When do you get forgiven?”

He made his fists flatten out on his knees. Not her fault that she didn’t understand. She didn’t know.

“Not yet.”

She wrapped her arms around him and rubbed her wet cheek against his neck. “I forgive you, Tony.”

Oh, fuck. He didn’t want any of this. Not the cold sweat or the shaky hands, and not this flare of anger at her, that she could think it was so easy.

That he should be so vile, so worthless as to take comfort in her forgiveness.

When she started to shake, he put his arms around her, and when she kissed him, he lay her down on the bed and made love to her all over again, burying himself to the root in her softness.

She stroked her hands over his hair and said his name. “Tony, Tony.” She said it like a prayer. Like the Catholic kids did—Tony, Tony, turn around. Something’s lost and must be found.

She wanted to find him and give him back to himself, but that wasn’t how it worked.

“Tony.”

He took his name from her, took her body and her mouth and everything she offered him, and he didn’t give her anything back.

The orgasm stole his breath and left him empty. A sinkhole in his chest that wouldn’t go away.

It only got bigger. The worst thing would be to pretend it wasn’t there. He’d get to thinking he could have her. Keep her. He’d do everything he could for her, and then he’d mess it up, and she would fall in.

When the sun came up, he put on his clothes, laced up his boots, and left.


Chapter Twelve

Amber’s mother plucked the carton of ice cream off the table on her way to the kitchen.

“Hey! I was eating that.”

“You can’t have ice cream for lunch. It’s not healthy.”

“I was having it for breakfast. Because of the power outage.”

“The power’s been back on since yesterday morning.”

Amber couldn’t argue with that. “I’m an adult. I can eat ice cream whenever I want.”

“You can eat your own ice cream when you want. In my place, you eat ice cream for dessert. Or for a snack. Not for lunch.”

“Breakfast.”

“Either way. What’s gotten into you?” Her mother flapped a manicured hand at Amber, a gesture that took in her limp posture and the fact that she was wearing a bathrobe at eleven a.m.

“I’m sad.”

“Yes, darling, I figured that out. I did warn you.”

Amber got up and fetched the ice cream from the freezer. Rocky Road was her favorite, and even though the consumption of ice cream made her a walking cliché, it also made her throat feel better.

The depth of her grief kept surprising her. She’d awakened early, before the sun was all the way up, and had instantly known that he was gone. She’d thought she was fine. That she was handling it. And then she’d gotten out of bed and made a cup of tea, and after one sip, she’d started to cry.

It was just what he’d said would happen, which made her furious.

I’m fine, she kept telling herself, first in her head, then out loud. But she hadn’t been able to stop crying.

She took her prize into the living room and dropped onto the couch to scoop ice cream directly off the sides of the paper carton.

Her mom came in through the archway that separated the dining area from the living room, her hands staked out on her hips. Sunday morning, and she was dressed in her church clothes—a skirt with a short-sleeved blouse and pearls. Though the outfit wasn’t so different from her everyday clothes. Janet Clark believed in being well turned out at all times.

“You’re not even going to tell me what happened?” she asked.

Amber shook her head. “Personal boundaries.”

Personal boundaries was code. It meant, essentially, Back off, or I’m moving to Switzerland. She and her mother had been doing much better as a pair ever since Amber had discovered that personal boundaries existed, and she could erect them.

“Did he hurt you?”

This question arrived in a quieter, less interfering tone, representing a real fear that Amber needed to soothe—not Did he hurt your feelings? but Did he rape you, attack you, take advantage of you?

“No.” She said it too loudly, and the word seemed to bounce around the apartment walls.

She tried to think how to explain it. How to tell her mother that Tony hadn’t tricked her or lied to her, that he’d been absolutely straight with her from the beginning, and she had known he would be gone in the morning, and yes, he’d hurt her anyway. Badly.

“Not on purpose,” she said.

Her mom came over and sat next to her on the couch. She flipped on the television, and a commercial for Survivor came on.

“Your sister watches this,” Janet said. “I can’t understand the point. A bunch of idiots on an island. Who cares?”

“Katie likes idiots. Look at her boyfriend.” Levi was a smooth-talking, good-looking kid who didn’t have an ounce of common sense.

Her mom made a snorting noise. “Hand me that ice cream.”

“You’re just going to take it away from me.”

“No, I won’t. Hand me the spoon, too.”

“You’re going to eat with me?”

“Just a little bit.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be at the Parish House lunch thingy soon?”

Janet’s mouth compressed into a line, and she put out her hand. Amber gave her the ice cream. “Yes, but you’re sad. Spoon.”

She took the spoon and dug into the ice cream. “Mmm. This is good. All melty still from the freezer being out.”

“I know. Don’t eat all the marshmallow parts,” Amber said.

“Tell me again which Mazzara boy you got mixed up with.”

“Tony.”

“Is he the one who had the accident all those years ago? Hit his daughter with the car?”

Amber’s throat closed, and she reached for the ice cream. After swallowing another bite, she said, “No. That was Patrick. Tony is older.”

“What’s he like?”

“He’s great. And … and kind of messed up, I think.”

“Drugs?”

“No.”

“Alcohol?”

“No. Jeez, Mom.”

Her mother was unrepentant. “So what kind of messed up is he?”

“Just the ordinary kind. Nothing terrible.”

“Well, he can’t be ordinary messed up, or he would be too smart to make you so sad. He would be here, treating you like a princess.”

She thought about saying that he had treated her like a princess, but she was afraid her mother would ask how, and she didn’t think cock jokes and orgasms were her mom’s idea of the princess treatment.

But they were Amber’s.

He’d made her feel as though she could say anything. Be anybody. That she could be who she was inside her heart, inside her head, instead of who someone else wanted her to be.

He’d made her feel amazing. And then he’d left.

She understood what he was doing. When she’d looked him up in the phone book and called his home number, she’d done it knowing that he wouldn’t pick up.

Just in case you change your mind, my number’s 427-7786. Call me if you want to talk. I’m here.

She’d listened to herself leaving the message, fully aware that he wouldn’t call back. That she probably sounded weak and desperate in exactly the way he’d predicted.

But damn it, she wasn’t weak and desperate. She just really, really liked him, and she refused to let him slink off without at least having to hear her voice again in the daylight. He shouldn’t get to drop her without having to make the decision one more time.

Apparently he’d made it. He’d had all day Saturday to return her call, and he hadn’t done it.

Resulting in more crying.

“The damage is done,” she said. “I’m in the ice-cream-eating phase. Give it back.”

Janet passed the carton over with her lips pursed like she was trying to keep herself from saying something. It was rare that her mother tried to keep herself from saying anything. Amber tried not to be curious but gave up almost immediately.

“What?”

Janet sighed. “I was only going to say that if he’s the ordinary sort of messed up, and he’s a man, he’s probably just being an idiot. And if you like him, it doesn’t have to be over unless you want it to be. But then I remembered that you invited him up to your apartment and his truck was still there when I went to sleep at twelve, and I thought, Why am I encouraging this kind of monkey business?”

Reluctantly, Amber smiled.

Her mother touched her hair. “Maybe you should talk to him,” she said.

“It wouldn’t do any good. It’s not really about me. It’s just … him.”

“Definitely being an idiot.” Her mom glanced out the window. “If you do talk to him, be sure to make him grovel. They’re always better in bed after a good grovel.”

Shock forced the laugh out of her. “Mom!”

Janet gave her an amused sideways look. “You’re old enough to bring men home and too sinful for church. Doesn’t that mean we can do girl talk?”

“You’re my mother.”

“Of course I’m your mother. I’ll always be your mother. But you’re such a good girl, you hardly need any mothering. You need cheering up.”

Janet leaned toward her, plucked the ice cream out of her hand, and scooped out the last good marshmallow stripe. “Isn’t it better than getting a lecture?” she asked.

“Yes,” Amber said, with some trepidation.

“You don’t sound so sure. Haven’t you ever done girl talk before? You dish, and then I give you all kinds of useless advice, and then we mock him for a while until we’re giggling and you go home and take a shower and pull yourself together. You’ll feel better after, I promise.”

She looked at her mother, dressed in those impractical clothes, with her sympathetic eyes and mischievous smile.

Why not? She thought. Why the hell not?

“Okay.”

“Oh, good.” Janet leaned toward her. “Now tell me what happened in the basement.”


Chapter Thirteen

Tony kept away from the community center all morning, messing around with paperwork in the office until he ran out of excuses not to do his job.

He drove the fifteen miles from Mount Pleasant to Camelot at a crawl. When he got there, the blonde was behind the desk, and Amber was nowhere in sight.

He found Patrick hanging sheetrock in the meeting room closest to the old part of the building, holding the panel up while a nineteen-year-old college dropout named Casey pounded in the nails.

Tony usually had Casey pushing a broom. He never gave him work that involved skill. The kid didn’t know his ass from apple butter.

“What are you doing?”

Patrick gave him a wry look. “Hanging rock.”

“Where are Rick and Matt?” Tony asked. His regular sheetrock guys had been scheduled to come in this morning.

“They didn’t show,” Patrick said.

“Neither of them?”

“Right.”

“Jesus. Did you call them?”

“No. Where have you been?”

“In the office.”

The sheetrock needed to get done by Wednesday, and Patrick had only three panels up. Tony and Patrick working together could have finished the whole room inside of two hours. Rick and Matt were even faster.

“How long you been at it?”

Patrick looked at Casey, and the kid shrugged. “I don’t know, since ten?”

Three and a half hours.

“Casey, you can take five. I’ll handle this.”

The kid handed Tony his hammer.

“Where are the nails?”

Casey pointed to a box on the other side of the room.

“What the fuck? Bring them over here. When your break’s over, go clean the floor in the aerobics room. Somebody’s been walking on it with dirty boots again.”

Tony took over pounding nails through the panels into the joists. It felt good to hit something. He’d spent the past two days filled with restless violence.

“Dude, where’d you go this weekend?” Patrick asked. “Cathy said she called you during the storm and you weren’t home. I called three times yesterday.”

“I was here during the storm. Working late.”

And I was home all weekend, pacing holes in the living room carpet like a caged animal.

His brother shifted beneath the panel, finding a better position for his hand. “You had to go down into the basement with the lights out?”

“Yeah.”

“That sucks. Was it just you, or—no, that director girl would’ve still been here, huh? I bet that was interesting. She try to jump your bones?”

“Shut up.”

The warning in his voice made Patrick look over. Tony watched him leap to the logical conclusion.

“You were holed up with the director girl, huh?”

“Her name’s Amber. And no. I was home all weekend. I didn’t answer the phone because I didn’t want to talk.”

“Touchy.”

Tony hammered without saying anything, hoping Patrick would take the hint and leave him alone.

Between blows, he heard the faint, intermittent buzz of a chainsaw. Amber must have called somebody to pull the limb off her car and cut it up.

Her voice came through from the other side of the plastic.

“No, Kim was supposed to take that shift. Give her a call, okay?”

“That girl is cute,” Patrick said. “With the whistle and all. Amber, huh? She gave me half her sandwich at lunchtime.”

Tony pounded another nail into the joist.

“I think she likes me. Maybe I’ll see if she wants to go out this weekend. Take her to that place in Danville where they do the line dancing.”

“If you lay a finger on her, I will kill you with my bare hands.”

A huff of laughter. “That’s what I thought,” Patrick said.

“Fuck you.”

“She any good? She looks like she might not know which end is up.”

He gripped the hammer so hard, his fingers started to ache. “Seriously, Patrick, shut the fuck up.”

Her voice drifted into the room again.

“… big galvanized tin bucket we used for the Halloween party? It might be big enough. I’m not sure. I can take a look later, after …”

He couldn’t take this. Couldn’t hear her, see her, talk about her.

Coward.

“We’re starting that job at the church tomorrow,” he said. “I’m going to be there a lot. I want you to take over here. Keep the crew in line. Quit jerking around all morning hanging three panels of sheetrock.”

He hammered in the last nail, and Patrick let go of the panel, rolling his shoulders and staring at Tony with a set jaw. “We talked about this.”

“I know, but you have to do more. There’s too much work for me to be in charge of it all.”

“So hire somebody. Mom says there’s enough money.”

“I already have you.”

Patrick shook his head. “We talked about this,” he repeated. “I don’t want the responsibility, and nobody wants an ex-con in charge of their construction site.”

“You work hard, you do a good job. If people have a problem with it, they can bring it to me.”

“I have a problem with it.”

Tony took two steps and got right in his brother’s face before he even knew he was angry. “What the fuck, Patrick? You gonna go on like this forever, pretending to be a nobody meathead ex-con? You’re smarter than that. You should be running this fucking company.”

His brother’s eyes narrowed. “I never wanted to run the company.”

“Well, what did you want? Why aren’t you doing it?”

The questions came out of him with so much force, Tony felt as if he’d toppled over on the inside. As if he couldn’t get his feet back under him and his entire body was aching, shaky and sick. Something in his blood. Something really wrong with him.

Patrick’s face flushed red. “Back off, Tony.”

“You’re always telling me that. ‘Back off, Tony. Leave me be. I can handle my own shit.’ But look at you. You haven’t done anything since you got out of jail. You’re a bum. I can’t count on you to even call the goddamn crew when they don’t come in, or to tell me about it so I can call them myself.”

“Don’t expect me to read your mind. You’re pissed at me because you fucked that girl, and now you want me to take over the site so you don’t have to see her. I never thought you were such a pussy.”

“This isn’t about me,” he said. “It’s about you. It’s about your future.”

“Not today, it isn’t.”

Tony’s mouth clamped shut, his nostrils flaring as he tried to get a handle on the sudden pressure in his sinuses.

“Forget it,” he said. “We need more rock. Why aren’t all the panels in here already?”

“Casey’s idea. If we get them as we need them, we can take a little break between each one.”

“Waste of fucking time.” Tony stalked into the hall, heading toward the curtain and out the side door, where they had more sheetrock on a truck.

“… talk to Rosalie here about arranging private swim lessons …”

Amber was right outside the curtain. He froze. He didn’t want her to see him like this, flayed open with anger.

“You going or not?” his brother said from behind him.

He went.

When she saw him, her eyes widened as if she thought he might pounce on her and hurt her, and that made it worse. He would never hurt her.

Not any more than he already had.

“Hi,” she said.

He paused. But what could he say? If he opened his mouth, it would all spill out.

He nodded at her and kept going, walking fast out the door, slamming into it with both hands and pushing into the sunlight, sucking down the fresh air as if he were dying or drowning.

Jesus.

He kept walking for a minute, unable to give up his momentum. By the time he stopped, he was a hundred feet away from the building at the edge of the kids’ soccer fields.

He looked at the sky, hands behind his head, breathing hard.

Get a grip.

What was he even angry about?

Patrick was being Patrick. He’d been like that since the accident.

He didn’t take responsibility because he didn’t think he deserved to be forgiven—that was what everybody said. Even though Tony and the rest of the family had forgiven him years ago, he wouldn’t accept it. He wouldn’t move forward. He was stuck in the past.

But what was Patrick supposed to do, stop thinking about it? Stop caring? Stop remembering? It was pointless even to try. It didn’t go away. You just had to live with it.

They both had to live with it.

How long before you’re done?

The memory of Amber’s quiet question hit him behind the knees, and he folded in half, bracing his hands on his thighs.

This wasn’t about Patrick. Just like his asshole brother had said, this was about him.

How long before you’re done with your penance?

He could never be done. He and Patrick—they didn’t know how to be done. But Christ, if Patrick needed to figure it out, so did he. If Patrick deserved forgiveness, surely Tony did, too.

A couple of days ago, he’d told Amber that Patrick ran over his daughter in the driveway. This morning, she gave him half her sandwich.

She’d given Tony a lot more than that. Trust and understanding. Her arms wrapped around him, her body wrapped around him, even after he’d told her the worst of it.

She didn’t care what he’d done wrong in the past. She wasn’t worried about what he might fuck up in the future. She’d opened up her door, let him in her bed even though she was nervous as hell and had plenty of reasons not to trust that he could make it good for her.

She thought he was strong. She believed in him, and he was throwing that away.

He was being a fucking moron. Just like his brother.

Tony took a deep breath and lifted his head, looking out over the expanse of the soccer field toward the front of the building, where they were hooking Amber’s car up to a tow truck.

He didn’t want to lose her down the road by screwing up what they had. But he didn’t want to lose her over nothing, either, just because he was too scared to try to figure out his shit and reach for her.

If she wanted him, he had to try to be the man she saw when she looked at him. He had to try, because God knew he wanted her.

She could be his future.

For the first time in as long as Tony could remember, he wanted to have one.


Chapter Fourteen

Amber said goodbye to Rosalie at five and took her place by the phone, waiting for the building to clear out.

The younger construction worker had taken off around four thirty, leaving just Tony and his brother.

Patrick came out first. He stopped in front of the counter. “Wait for him,” he said.

She didn’t know how to reply to that. Did he mean she was supposed to hang out a few more minutes while Tony finished putting away tools, or that she was supposed to hang out for a lifetime, waiting for him to repair his damage and claim her?

After the way he’d looked at her earlier—a Neanderthal who couldn’t so much as grunt a greeting, much less operate a phone—Amber wasn’t inclined to do either.

Except for the part of her that was.

Thankfully, Patrick didn’t seem to expect an answer. He let himself out the front, and she shut down the computer and listened to the sounds of the community center going still.

At five after five, the radio in the director’s office flipped off, and her boss said his goodbyes.

At ten after, the sneakers quit squeaking in the gym. A basketball bounced and then rolled across the floor to hit the wall. Two boys emerged, talking animatedly as they crossed the entryway and pushed out the front door.

The seconds ticked past.

At five twenty, the building had emptied, and he finally came out.

Afraid to look directly at his face, she looked at his fingers on the counter instead. Short, blunt nails. Plaster dust on his knuckles, caught in the dark hair on his forearms. The crease at his elbows.

His neck.

His jaw.

His mouth.

She stopped at his mouth.

“You want a ride home?” it asked.

“I was going to walk.”

“I’ll walk you.”

Probably she was supposed to say no. By her old, discarded codes of behavior, certainly she was. There were words for what Tony had done, none of them nice. Took advantage of you. Used you.

Words for what she’d done, too. For who she’d been. Spread for him. Slut.

He hadn’t even said hello to her earlier. He’d just nodded like an angry jerk, and his furious expression had burned up all the tender little shoots of hope she’d cultivated over the past forty-eight hours.

But here he was, and her heart was leaping again like a stupid puppy. Happy just to see him. To hear his voice.

She lifted her eyes to meet his.

His eyes said, I mean it.

Whatever that meant.

“All right,” she said.

She locked up, and they crossed the parking lot. At the road, she slanted to the left, and his fingers brushed her elbow. More fluttering in her heart, in her stomach. More hope.

She shouldn’t hope. He could hurt her again. He could hurt her even worse.

She didn’t know how to stop.

“Let’s go the long way,” he said.

“There’s a long way?”

“Through town.”

So they turned right and walked in silence past half a dozen small houses, spaced out in their patches of lawn. Then left, up the steep hill past the elementary school, three blocks from Camelot’s tiny downtown.

“I like that house,” Tony said.

She turned to look. Mrs. Everidge’s place. It had gray siding and big windows. An ordinary house.

“I used to want to build houses. I thought I could work for my dad and expand into home construction, instead of just commercial.”

“Do you still want to?”

“I’m not sure. I haven’t thought about it in years.”

“Maybe you should think about it.”

“I am.”

He reached out and took her hand. His fingers wrapped around hers, his grip solid and sure. His stride was like that, too. Like he knew exactly where he was going.

He didn’t. The inside didn’t match the outside. Tony was beautiful, but he was damaged.

She wanted him anyway.

“Can I buy you dinner?” he asked.

“The Cove?” Camelot only had a few options to choose from. The Cove was greasy pizza and subpar Italian food.

“I was thinking the pub.”

“I could have a drink,” she said.

“You don’t drink.”

“I was thinking about starting. I need to keep working on my misbehaving. I don’t want to lose any ground, you know?”

He slanted her a look. Not quite mischievous, but interested. “Don’t go thinking it’s as easy as it sounds, babe. It’s tricky, figuring out how to misbehave properly.”

Then a silence as the words sank in. He probably hadn’t meant to remind her, but there it was. He’d done a lot of misbehaving, and the end result was a lost child. Ruined lives. Terrible guilt.

She wished she could make it better, but she understood that there really wasn’t any way for him to atone. He could stay put, sink into the past, or he could move forward. She wanted him to move forward with her, but it was too soon to assume that he wanted that, or that he could even do it, just by wanting to.

“I imagine it’s tricky to misbehave just the right amount,” she said cautiously. “Too little is bad, of course. It sucks all the joy out of life, trying to be good all the time. Trying to be safe. But then, if you overdo it, that’s dangerous, too. I think maybe everybody should have somebody to help them figure it out. Keep them in check. Misbehave with them, you know?”

“A teacher,” he mused.

“A partner,” she said.

“You asking me?”

“Do you want me to be asking you?”

He squeezed her hand and then let it go.

She couldn’t read the expression on his face. Another rejection, or indecision, or fear? So hard to tell, looking at him, what was going on inside his head.

The pub sat on the corner right at the edge of downtown Camelot, a two-block stretch that also contained the deli, bookstore, and market. On the other side of a gravel path that cut right through campus was the post office, bank, and Village Inn, where there was another restaurant.

The pub turned out to be less depraved than she’d expected. Just tables and chairs, the bar on one side, and plastic-coated menus sitting in a caddy with ketchup and mustard.

“What does one eat at the pub?”

“They do decent cheeseburgers and fries.”

“Sounds good.” She stuck the menu back where she’d gotten it. He hadn’t sat down yet, which didn’t feel like a good omen.

“I’ll order at the bar. What do you want to drink?”

“I have no idea. Not beer.”

One corner of his mouth curved up. “You don’t like it?”

“I tasted my dad’s once, and it was vile.” She cast around for some kind of sophisticated drink to order, then blurted out, “Oh! Can you get me, like, whatever the alcohol version of a Shirley Temple is?”

That earned her a real smile. A bubble of hope expanded in her chest.

“I’ll see.”

She glanced around while he ordered. Most of the tables were full, and she saw several familiar faces. A woman who worked at the bookstore was sitting alone with a beer and a book, but she’d set the book down in favor of staring unabashedly at Tony.

Amber couldn’t blame her. His jeans were old and faded, the thighs covered with smears of caulk and drips of paint. His T-shirt hung loose over his waist and hips but strained across his shoulders. His ass looked delectable.

The man was sex on legs. A blue-collar hunk of an Italian stallion.

He was also kind, and funny, and deeply uncertain.

And she was fairly sure she’d already fallen in love with him.

He came back with an iced tea and something for her in a Coke glass, settling into the chair closest to hers.

She liked that. Not on the far side of the table, separated by the condiments, but right up close, where his knee could touch her thigh.

He pushed the drink toward her on its coaster.

“Ooh, with a sword and a cherry and everything. This is the classiest drink ever.”

“It’s called a Jack Rogers.”

She took a sip. “This has alcohol in it?”

“Whiskey, Coke, and grenadine.”

“It’s delicious. How many of these would I have to drink to get tipsy?”

He cocked his head. “Two, maybe? You’re a little thing, and you’ve got no tolerance. Three would get you plastered, I bet.”

“I want to try that sometime. Getting plastered. I could drink three of these, and then you could take me home and we could play pirate.”

“Pirate?”

“It’s the tiny swords. They make me think of swashbuckling.”

Another grin, this one a little dirtier. “I have a sword,” he said. “But it’s not tiny.”

“I remember.”

“If you want to swashbuckle again, I’m game.”

“Was that some kind of romantic declaration, disguised as a filthy pirate sex offer?”

Their eyes met. His smirk faded, and his hand covered hers on the table. His palm felt clammy, the way it had in the basement.

“Yes,” he said.

“Maybe you should go ahead and declare it. So I don’t get my hopes up and start thinking this is a date, if you meant it as an entrée to my … you know. Booty.”

“I want your booty, Amber.”

She laughed nervously. “I know you want my booty, you pervert. I’m asking if you want anything else.”

“I do. I want to see where this goes between us.”

She nibbled a cherry off her tiny sword.

It wasn’t I love you and I want you to bear my children.

It wasn’t even I’m feeling reckless and full of despair because I’m head over heels for you.

It was pretty tepid, as declarations went.

Not good enough.

“You’re going to have to do better than that,” she said. “I cried for more than an hour on Saturday morning, and I ate a lot of ice cream with my mom. She doesn’t like you very much, by the way. She says you need to grovel.”

And Amber was being flirtatious and silly, because she was afraid of what he would say if they had a real conversation. She was afraid of what she would feel if he took her hope away.

He seemed to know it. He lifted her hand off the table and clasped it between his. “Amber? Look at me.”

His brows were drawn together, which probably would have scared some people off, but his eyes were Tony’s eyes, and his hands were Tony’s hands. All of him so dear and familiar to her, even though she hadn’t known him for very long.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “You know I tried to warn you off, in the basement, because I’m not … I haven’t been the best bet.”

“I think you’re a good bet.”

“I know you think so, honey.” He sighed. “I want to be able to promise you that everything’s going to work out perfect. I want to say I can give you forever, and a little house with a fence and babies and all that stuff you deserve, if you even decide you want it from me somewhere down the line. But I can’t promise, Amber. I can’t know.”

“Nobody can.”

“I know. That’s what I’m saying. And for as long as I can remember, that was enough to make me say, ‘Fuck it, it’s not worth it.’ I don’t do risks. I don’t take risks anymore, not ever, but I took one with you, and it scared the shit out of me, because it made me want to take a hundred more. Big risks.”

The hope bubble got bigger, expanding until it filled her chest and made her eyes tear up. “What kind of big risks?”

“Like the kind where you move in with me, or I move in with you, and you mix all our videos together so we can’t tell whose are whose.”

“Mine will be the chick flicks.”

She needed to stop being frivolous, but she was so happy and so scared, she couldn’t figure out how. He meant it. He was going to try. For her.

“Like the kind of risk where you sleep with me every night, and I get used to holding you close and leaving the light off, and I tell you all kinds of stuff I never told anybody else.”

“You already told me about the spiders.”

A hint of a smile, and then his brows drew together again. “Like the kind of risk where I might fall in love with you.”

She made a noise. Kind of a gasping, inelegant noise, and Tony grimaced.

“It’s okay,” she said. “You haven’t shocked me. Or, okay, maybe you did a little bit, but it’s only because you’re doing such an excellent job with the groveling.”

“I want you, Amber. Bad. Not just your booty. I want to have breakfast with you in the morning. I have this fantasy of you cooking me eggs and bacon in that pink robe.”

“That’s a very male fantasy. Do you also get a blow job?”

“Not in that one. We just talk and eat breakfast.”

“I like that. Can I tell you one of mine?”

A little smile. “Anytime.”

“I have this fantasy of taking you to my parents’ for dinner and introducing you to everybody as my boyfriend.”

She waited for him to turn white or gulp or run away, but he didn’t do any of those things. He stroked his thumb over the back of her hand. “I’d be okay with that.”

“Good. Don’t worry, I didn’t want to do it tonight. Tonight, I was hoping for more debauchery.”

“There you go again with the big words.”

She leaned close, so they were just a few inches apart, and whispered, “It means ‘fucking.’ ”

“I know what it means.”

His hands clamped around her waist, and he pulled her out of her chair and into his lap.

“In public, Tony?”

“This is a bar. All kinds of debauched shit goes down here.”

When he kissed her, her whole body filled up with light, and she threw her arms around his neck. She wanted to cry, so she kissed him back, and she did cry, a little.

He wiped the tears off her cheeks with the flat of his hand, somehow managing to look both alarmed by her womanly display of sentiment and deeply fond of her.

“You’re really sweet,” she said.

“Don’t tell anybody.”

She smiled and leaned her head against his shoulder.

“So am I forgiven?” he asked.

“Yes. This time. Don’t run away from me again, though. I probably gained two pounds from all the ice cream.”

“I’ll help you work them off.”

She kissed him on the cheek. “That sounds like fun.”

“You want to come over to my house sometime?” he asked. “I’ve got a bigger bed than you, and it’s not gonna bang into the wall when we make love.”

“We’re going to make love?”

“We might have to start, in a week or two. If we got bored with all the fucking.”

“Just so long as you don’t forget to fuck me sometimes. You know, for variety’s sake.”

He chuckled and buried his face against her neck. When he exhaled, his breath came out ragged, as though he’d dredged it up from the very bottom of his soul. Some of the tension drained out of him, the muscles of his thighs and his arm relaxing around her.

Amber held the back of his head, stroking her fingers through his hair. His palm drifted along her spine, up and down in a slow, soothing caress that felt like sex without the sex.

She thought it must be intimacy.

He raised his head and met her eyes. “I’ll do the best I can.”

She recognized the declaration for what it was—Tony’s vow. Or, if not a vow, the closest thing to it he could manage. A commitment to see what happened, and an acknowledgment that they both already knew what was going to happen. Because it was already happening.

“Me, too.”

For a long moment, he just looked at her, and she looked back at him, and everything felt exactly the way it was supposed to feel.

His lips curved into a smile. “I’m glad I got stuck in the basement with you, bunny.”

She smiled back. “So am I. But you’ve got to stop calling me—”

He cut her off with a kiss, and his mouth was so warm and soft and amazing, she let the bunny thing slide. Just this once.


Author’s Note

How to Misbehave is the first in a series of novels and novellas about the Clark siblings—Amber, Caleb, and Katie—and their adventures finding love in sleepy little Camelot, Ohio.

I didn’t set out to write this series. It just sort of happened. One day, I was musing about how cute Justin Timberlake is and how much I would like it if he mowed my lawn shirtless, as one does. The next thing I knew, I found myself plotting a novel about a pop star who visits his twin sister in the small college town where she lives and ends up having an affair with the woman who lives next door.

Now, don’t get too excited. I didn’t actually write that book. I thought I would, and I started working out the subplot for it. The Timberlake-ish hero has a sister, see, and the sister falls in love with the security guard who gets assigned to her when her idiot brother’s affair lands the town of Camelot on the front pages. I loved this idea! I got so excited about it, I sat down and wrote a few scenes for the subplot, and the next thing I knew, Ellen and Caleb had hijacked the entire book. The result is Along Came Trouble—Caleb Clark’s story, due out in March 2013.

While I was writing Caleb’s book, I gave him two sisters, one of whom shared his house and turned out to be a lot more interesting than I had anticipated. One thing led to another, and suddenly Katie had a love interest, a big secret, and a book of her own on the horizon. Katie’s story, Flirting with Disaster, comes out in June.

Amber and Tony actually came last. Because—world’s-most-obvious spoiler alert!—they are already married when the action of Along Came Trouble takes place, I decided I wanted to go back in time and tell their “how Amber met Tony” story. Thus, How to Misbehave.

I hope you get as big a kick out of reading these Camelot stories as I did writing them!
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Chapter One

“Get out of my yard!” Ellen shouted.

The weasel-faced photographer ignored her, too busy snapping photos of the house next door to pay her any mind.

No surprise there. This was the fifth time in as many days that a man with a camera had violated her property lines. By now, she knew the drill.

They trespassed. She yelled. They pretended she didn’t exist. She called the police.

Ellen was thoroughly sick of it. She couldn’t carry on this way, watching from the safety of the side porch and clutching her glass of iced tea like an outraged southern belle.

It was all very well for Jamie to tell her to stay put and let the professionals deal with it. Her pop-star brother was safe at home in California, nursing his wounds. And anyway, this kind of attention was the lot he’d chosen in life. He’d decided to be a celebrity, and then he’d made the choice to get involved with Ellen’s neighbor, Carly. The consequences ought to be his to deal with.

Ellen hadn’t invited the paparazzi to descend. She’d made different choices, and they’d led her to college, law school, marriage, divorce, motherhood. They’d led her to this quiet cul-de-sac in Camelot, Ohio, surrounded by woods.

Her choices had also made her the kind of woman who couldn’t easily stand by as some skeevy guy crushed her plants and invaded Carly’s privacy for the umpteenth time since last Friday.

Enough, she thought. Enough.

But until Weasel Face crushed the life out of her favorite hosta—her mascot hosta—with his giant brown boot, she didn’t actually intend to act on the thought.

Raised in Chicago, Ellen had grown up ignorant of perennials. When she first moved to Camelot, a new wife in a strange land, she did her best to adapt to the local ways of lawn-mowing and shade-garden cultivation, but during the three years her marriage lasted, she’d killed every plant she put in the ground.

It was only after her divorce that things started to grow. In the winter after she kicked Richard out for being a philandering dickhead, their son had sprouted from a pea-sized nothing to a solid presence inside her womb, breathing and alive. That spring, the first furled shoots of the hosta poked through the mulch, proving that Ellen was not incompetent, as Richard had so often implied. She and the baby were, in fact, perfectly capable of surviving, even thriving, without anyone’s help.

Two more springs had come and gone, and the hosta kept returning, bigger every year. It became her horticultural buddy. Triumph in plant form.

So Ellen took it personally when Weasel Face stepped on it. Possibly a bit too personally. Swept up in a delicious tide of righteousness, she crossed the lawn and upended her glass of iced tea over the back of his head.

It felt good. It felt great, actually—the coiled-spring snap of temper, the clean confidence that came with striking a blow for justice. For the few seconds it lasted, she basked in it. It was such an improvement over standing around.

One more confirmation that powerlessness was for suckers.

But then it was over, and she wondered why she’d wasted the tea, because Weasel Face didn’t so much as flinch. Seemingly unbothered by the dunking, the ice cubes, or the sludgy sugar on the back of his neck, he aimed his camera at Carly’s house and held down the shutter release, capturing photo after photo as an SUV rolled to a stop in the neighboring driveway.

“Get out of my yard,” Ellen insisted, shoving the man’s shoulder for emphasis. His only response was to reach up, adjust his lens, and carry on.

Now what? Assault-by-beverage was unfamiliar territory for her. Usually, she stuck with verbal attack. Always, the people she engaged in battle acknowledged her presence on the field. How infuriating to be ignored by the enemy.

“The police are on their way.”

This was a lie, but so what? The man had already been kicked off her property once this week. He didn’t deserve scrupulous honesty. He didn’t even deserve the tea.

“I’ll leave when they make me,” he said.

“I’m going to press charges this time.”

The photographer squinted into his viewfinder. “Go ahead. I’ll have these pictures sold before the cops get here.”

“I’m not kidding,” she threatened. “I’ll use every single sneaky lawyer trick I can think of to drag out the process. You’ll rot in that jail cell for days before I’m done with you.”

And now she sounded like a street-corner nut job. Not the kind of behavior she approved of, but what was she supposed to do? It was already too late to give up. If she stopped pushing, he would win. Unacceptable.

A tall man stepped out of the SUV. One of her cedar trees partially blocked the view, but she caught a glimpse of mirrored sunglasses and broad shoulders.

“You’re going to be so sorry you didn’t listen to me.”

Weasel Face didn’t even look at her. “Go away, lady.”

“I live here!” She hooked her fingers in his elbow and yanked, screwing up his aim.

The stranger at Carly’s must have heard the escalating argument, because he turned to face them. Ellen’s uninvited guest made an ugly, excited noise low in his throat, edged forward, and smashed a lungwort plant that had been doing really well this year.

Ellen considered kicking him in the shin, but she hadn’t remembered to put shoes on before she rushed out of the house. She settled for a juvenile trick, walking around behind him and sinking her kneecaps into the back of his legs. His knees buckled, and he lost his balance and staggered forward a few paces, destroying a bleeding-heart bush. Then he shot her an evil glare and went right back to taking pictures.

“Leave,” she insisted.

“No.” He snapped frame after frame of the stranger as he sauntered toward them and Ellen fumed with anger, frustration, embarrassment, disappointment, fear—all of it swirling around in her chest, making her heart hammer and her stomach clench.


By the time the SUV driver reached her property line, she recognized him. In a village as small as Camelot, you got to know who everybody was eventually. This guy hadn’t been around long, maybe a few months. She’d seen him at the deli at lunchtime, always dressed for the office. Today, he wore a white dress shirt with charcoal slacks, and he looked crisp despite the damp July heat.

One time, she’d been chasing after Henry at the Village Market, and she’d turned a corner and almost walked right into this man. They’d done a shuffling sort of dance, trying to evade one another, and for a few seconds, she hadn’t had a single thought in her head except Whoa.

Big guy. Very whoa, if you went for that kind of thing.

The two invaders assessed each other for a few beats before whoa took off his sunglasses and tucked them into his pocket. He stepped around the obstructive cedar tree and extended his hand to Ellen. “Hi. Caleb Clark.”
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Chapter One

“Yes,” Katie said, gripping the steering wheel harder. “Uh-huh, yes, I get it.” She glanced in the rearview mirror, signaled left, and changed lanes. The traffic was getting thicker as they approached Louisville.

Her brother kept talking, his voice robbed of its customary power by the cheap speakers of her cell phone, which sat in a cup-holder mount and broadcast Caleb’s warnings upward at her head. “If you have the slightest indication that there’s danger attached to this threat, you’re going to call me, and—”

“Yesssssss,” she droned.

The drama was wasted on Caleb, who was going to give her this lecture for the seventeenth time whether she wanted to hear it or not.

It was wasted on Katie’s traveling companion, too. Sean didn’t react to anything she did. Ever.

Katie glanced at the man in the passenger seat of her Jetta, just to be sure. His expression as he stared out the windshield matched the bleak, featureless expanse of southbound I-71. He was like a human wall of granite, completely impervious to everything about her.

A stern, gorgeous cliff face.

Suppressing a sigh, she tuned back in to Caleb’s speech. “—you to be in charge of anything along those lines, Sean. This is a trial run for Katie. I’m only letting her go because Judah insists she’s the one he wants to work with. You got that, Katie? It’s Sean’s show. I need you to play nice and stay out of his way.”

“Yes,” she confirmed. “I know the deal. I agreed to the deal. I am on board with the deal. Now can we stop talking about it, please?”

She flinched at the way her voice came out, sharper than she’d meant to sound. It was only because she was nervous about this trip. Her palms had gone clammy and slimed the leather wheel cover, so uncomfortable did it make her to venture into an unknown city to do an unfamiliar job with a man who didn’t like her.

She had a tendency to bristle when nervous.

One more bad habit she needed to make an effort to tame. Better to be professional. What Katie really needed to figure out was how to act cool and icy like some kind of Bond Girl assassin, slinking around and poisoning people by slipping strychnine into their drinks.

Except without the poisoning. Her goal was to win herself a promotion from office manager to agent for Caleb’s security company, not to become an assassin. Not unless her ex-husband strolled into town needing assassinating.

“We’ll stop talking about it when I’m positive you’re going to cooperate,” Caleb said. “Right now, you sound like you’re blowing smoke up my ass.”

“I’m not,” she replied levelly. “I promise. I understand that this is your company and Sean’s assignment, and I’m just a companion on this trip. I promise I’ll be quiet and helpful and learn things, okay?”

“I need you to be safe.”

She made a face, then immediately regretted it. Wrinkling her nose and pursing her lips in response to Caleb’s babying only proved she deserved to be babied. Not the way she wanted Sean to see her.

She flicked another glance in his direction. If he saw her at all, he gave no sign.

“I’m safe,” she said.

“I care about you, Katelet.”

“I know you do,” she replied. “I care about you, too.”

“And it’s only because I care about you that I’m going to say this again …”

Katie tapped her fingertips against the steering wheel and stopped listening.

She understood his worry. Ever since she’d confessed that she was married and needed to locate her spouse so she could get divorced, Caleb had become all concerned and brotherly. She kept waiting for him to go back to the way he’d been before, but so far, no luck.

Five years older than her, her brother was a born nice guy who had spent most of his adulthood in the Military Police before moving home a year ago to help take care of their parents after their dad had a stroke. Katie had been living in his house rent-free at the time, working as a bartender nights and spending her days in elastic-waist pants, moping and watching daytime TV. Her husband, Levi, had cleaned her out and dropped her like a bad habit, and she’d returned from the life they’d built in Alaska in defeat. She’d practically regressed to adolescence by the time Caleb pulled her out of her self-pity slump.

He gave her a job running the office of his new company, Camelot Security, and after the first month or so, Katie had started to feel useful again. Competent. She’d discovered she had some get-up-and-go left in her after all. That she actually wanted to do something with herself.

Caleb was also the one who’d encouraged her to enroll in a couple of online classes. He’d even appointed himself her personal trainer, helping her whip her body into its best shape in years.

He was a great brother, but Katie was done with the coddling. She’d turned over a new leaf. He needed to get with the program.

“Sean, are you hearing all this?” he asked.

Sean nodded. He was invisible to Caleb, but the two of them apparently had a man-telepathy thing going, because Caleb said, “Great. Give me a call after you’ve talked to Pratt. I want to hear the details of these threats he’s supposedly getting. And if you can, find out why he’s brought this case to us instead of giving it to his security team from Palmerston, because—”

“Caleb,” Katie interrupted.

“What?”

“Give it a rest.”

“I just—”

“We’ve been over this and over this. Sean gets it. I get it. We’ll call you. Now let us do the job.”
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Chapter One

Carson Vance lifted a bale of twine-tied newspaper to his shoulder and heaved it onto the burn pile. It displaced a plume of fresh snow that winked and sparkled in the morning sun before settling again just as he tossed a second bale on top of it.

He dusted off his gloves and shoved both hands deep in his pockets, heading back toward his father’s house. The thermometer outside the kitchen window read five degrees, and he’d been carrying bundles of newspapers and magazines from the carport since before the sun came up. Long enough that his thighs and ass had gone numb.

Best get inside before he froze something off he might need one day.

He left his boots on the cold porch and shouldered the door into the kitchen open as gently as he could. Dad had been up late. He didn’t want to wake him. But when he padded into the room, there was Martin, bent over a Sudoku book, the last cup of coffee steaming away on the table.

Carson started a second pot. The hand that reached out to press the button fascinated him. So rough already, after eight days’ hard work and cold. Two of his fingers were cracked, the pads seamed with grime even though he washed them with Lava soap.

He’d been getting soft.

The songbird clock on the wall ticked over nine o’clock with a warble. Outside, his parents’ feeders sat empty. The birds were in South America. They, at least, knew better than to winter in Potter Falls, New York.

“You want toast?” he asked.

“Ate already.”

“What did you eat?”

His father glanced at him from over the rim of his mug. “Little Debbies.”

When Carson’s lip curled, his father chuckled. Score one for the old man.

He’d set the whole thing up beautifully, stage-managing a decline so precipitous, Julie had been forced to send an e-mail. Your father’s going feral. He needs looking after, and I’m not up to it.

Carson had suggested a housekeeper.

He needs you, she’d said. Just you.

Two days out from breaking ground on a new embassy building in the Netherlands, he hadn’t been able to travel right away, but he promised to come as soon as he could.

A week later, he got another call. The old man had slipped on the icy front porch and banged up his leg, and the hospital social worker echoed Julie’s opinion. Lengthy recovery for a man his age … I think he’d benefit … No family in town capable …

Carson came home.

It was so much worse than Julie had said.

The house looked like a badger was living in it. Random junk spilled over every available surface, and his childhood bedroom housed a floor-to-ceiling assortment of discarded furniture and old copies of Life magazine. Dad kept the thermostat too low, survived on convenience-store food, and smelled stale.

Less than six months since Carson’s mother had died, and Martin Vance had turned himself into a shambling, grumbling, Sudoku-obsessed cry for help.

“Just about got the front room cleared out,” Carson said. He opened the bread bag and grabbed two pieces of bread to slot into the toaster. “I’m going to tackle the spare room next.”

Work, don’t think.

That was the motto.

No glancing at his backpack where it leaned beside the front door. No speculating about when he’d be released from small-town bondage and allowed to return to the real world again. Speculation got him nowhere, and there was so much to do.

“What do you mean, you’re going to tackle it?” Martin asked.

“I’m going to clean it out.”

“You’re not touching my collectibles.”

“Collectibles?”

“In the spare room. That stuff is worth money. I’m going to sell it on eBay.”

“You haven’t got anything worth a dime up there.” You don’t have an Internet connection, either. Or the first fucking clue how eBay works.

What’s your game here, old man?

Because his father was definitely up to something. At first, Carson had been so shocked by the rapidity of the downward slide, he hadn’t noticed the incongruities. Like the fact that there was dirt ground into the living-room carpet, but the bathroom still sparkled, and so did the interior of the microwave.

Like the way he’d heard Dad whistling as he got dressed two mornings in a row.

Like how when he wasn’t watching, the random, strewn-about junk started rearranging itself into more orderly piles. As if somebody couldn’t keep himself from tidying it up.

Carson knew a bluff when he saw one. He’d played enough poker with his father as a kid. It was the only thing they knew how to do together without arguing.

“All that furniture’s going to appreciate in value,” Martin said.

“All that furniture’s trash, and it’s going to the dump.”

“Over my dead body.”

Carson had never much liked poker—all that speculating about what the opponent was going to do, figuring out bets and odds when he just wanted to act and be done with it. But what could he do but play the game? Even if he cleaned up the house, forced his father to eat vegetables and shower and take his vitamins, there was a damn good possibility that once he finished and left, he would get called back six weeks or six months from now to effect another rescue.

If he folded now, laid down his cards, and walked out of the house … well, then he was an asshole.

He didn’t want to be an asshole. He just didn’t want to be here. And his father knew it.

Stymied, Carson wiped his hand over his mouth and muttered, “Jesus Christ.”

“Keep taking the Lord’s name in vain, and you won’t have a roof over your head.”

“I barely have a roof over my head now, Dad. I’m sleeping on the goddamn couch.”

“Last warning.”

He raised his hands in a gesture of peacemaking.

His father made a gravelly noise in his throat and took another sip of coffee, setting the mug back onto the table with a defiant thump that matched the pure stubbornness in his eyes.

The toast popped.

There was no point to the argument. It was just a symptom of a problem that wasn’t ever going away—he and his father couldn’t find any ease with each other. Mom had made their relationship work, and without her around, they fell into the same old ruts and wore them deeper.

Part of him wanted to confront his father with the truth. You brought me back here on purpose because you want me to move home. I’m not going to do that. We don’t even like each other. I know you’re lonely, and I’m sorry you’re depressed, but I can’t help you. You have to get on with it.

But Martin Vance wasn’t the kind of guy you said that to. He was a stiff, principled man who’d been a curmudgeon even before he got old. If Carson said those words, he and his father would have it out, then they’d never speak to each other again.

He couldn’t bring himself to do it.

The second hand swept around the bird clock. He slathered margarine on his toast and set to eating it.

Martin worked out a possibility in the margin of his puzzle book. He dropped the pen and looked out the window with an abstracted expression. “I’m sure Julie’s got a room at the inn.”

The statement hung in the air, suspended. Its subtext swelled and filled the space between them.

I’ll see your ten and raise you fifty.
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