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Summary

I'm not going to stop until I get what I want.

When I was sixteen years old I fell in love with my best friend, Luke. The day I turned seventeen, I made the mistake of telling him. It didn’t quite work out the way I’d hoped. For the rest of the school year we barely spoke to one another, and as soon as I graduated I fled to the other side of the country to put as much distance as I could between us and the memory of what had happened.

Now it’s the summer after I graduated from college, and Luke is at my family reunion looking like sex on a stick. Suddenly I’m right back where I was four years ago, except this time I’m not going to make a fool of myself over him. Once was more than enough.

But Luke has other plans, and he’s making his interest in me crystal clear. He isn’t going to leave me alone.

Until we both get what we want.
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What He Wants

IT WAS MID-AFTERNOON ON FRIDAY when I pulled onto the gravel driveway between the towering pine trees and the ancient house appeared in front of me—sleepy and mysterious as ever in its leafy cocoon of azaleas and mimosas. Over the years the white paint had developed a gray patina of mold and pollen and the once brightly colored curtains hanging in the windows had faded, but somehow the place still managed to look welcoming. A dozen other cars already covered the freshly clipped grass before the rambling two-story place that belonged to my great-Aunt Alice, and I slid into a spot next to Uncle Michael’s battered, tan Buick.

Every July as far back as I could remember Mom had dragged us to Piper Creek Lake for our annual family reunion. For a week Aunt Alice’s place would be crawling with barely remembered relatives from all over the country, cousins I had grown up with in east Texas, and old friends of the family checking in. During the day there would be cookouts and picnics and the kids would practically live in the lake, and then at night the card tables would come out and everyone would play dominos and spades and Uno until midnight. When the lights finally went out, sleeping bags and pallets would jam the floors from one end of the house to the other until it was impossible to find a bathroom without stepping on at least one or two people in the process, and you’d be lucky not to lose a pint of blood before dawn to the hummingbird-sized mosquitoes that inevitably slipped inside. Good times.

 For the last four years I had managed to avoid the craziness by going away to college at the University of Washington, which was just about as far as I could get from Jasper, Texas without leaving the continental United States. I had taken summer classes, begged off because of work and the length of the trip, and invented half a dozen other excuses to get out of going home.

This year I was out of luck. I had graduated, and after Commencement in June I returned home to stay for a month before I moved to Galveston for my new job. In all the confusion of graduation and moving I’d forgotten all about the reunion, and of course Mom wisely didn’t mention it until I was safely back in my old room and she knew I couldn’t escape. Funny how much smarter she is now that I’ve graduated college than she was back when I was in high school.

So here I was, back at the lake and about to hurl myself headlong into the shark tank that passes for our family reunion. For a couple of long minutes I sat there, forcing myself to take deep, calming breaths and steeling myself for a long round of “Have you found yourself a nice young man, yet?” and “So when are you going to start giving your parents some grandkids?” which would inevitably be followed by Gramma’s soul-crushing, “Have you been putting on weight, Emily?”

I closed my eyes, gritted my teeth, and tried to ignore the churning in my stomach. As my hand reached for the door handle, I froze with a sudden wild vision of putting the car in reverse and speeding away before anyone knew I was there. I could change my name, maybe go to Mexico. They’ve got oceans on two sides of the country—they’re bound to need oceanographers.

I groaned and dropped my forehead onto the steering wheel. I knew I was just delaying the inevitable. As I cracked the door open, the steamy air of east Texas in midsummer flooded into the car—miserably hot and thick enough to cut with a knife. Ugh. Why not just live in a sauna? I abandoned my suitcase and fled for the porch. I’d go back for it later when the day cooled off a little.

The screened-in porch ran the entire length of the front of the house and had been our primary hangout as kids, because the adults preferred to be inside in the air conditioning and generally left us to our own devices. Boxes of dusty romance novels sat forgotten in one corner, and half a dozen cots lined the walls for those souls brave enough to attempt to sleep through the sweltering July nights outdoors. I did not intend to be one of them this year. Two girls around my own age sprawled on their stomachs on the cot farthest away from the door—my cousins Kris and Robin. Kris was languidly flipping cards into piles for a rousing game of Go Fish. Oddly enough, that didn’t have the appeal it did back when we were eight.

“See, she did come,” Robin said.

Kris flipped her long, blonde hair back from her eyes and shook her head. “I thought you’d have better sense and pretend to be deathly ill.”

“You know better,” I sighed. “Mom would have just dragged me here on a gurney.”

“True,” Kris agreed. “So how does it feel to be graduated?”

“Up until now, pretty good. Right at this moment I’m sort of wishing I still had a couple of years left.”

Their evil laughter did nothing to reassure me. Robin glanced at her cards.

“Got any sevens?”

“Go fish.”

She drew a card and grinned. “Ha! Got one. You’re in trouble now.” She turned back to me and nodded towards the door to the house. “Well, you’d better go in and say hello. After you’ve run the gauntlet we’ll let you in on the game. Or we can gather everybody up and go to the lake.”

A shiver ran down my spine as I looked at the door. “Or I could just slit my wrists now and be done with it.”

Kris shook her head. “I’m in my last year of nursing school, and your mom would make me save you. You’re not getting out of it that easily.”

“Traitor.”

“Oh, did your mom tell you Luke was going to be here this year?” Robin asked sweetly just as my hand gripped the doorknob.

My heart stopped what it was supposed to be doing and stepped out for a coffee. “What?”

Luke’s family and my family had been friends since our grandparents were my age, and from middle school on he had been my best friend. We had been inseparable, had done everything together and helped each other survive the nightmare that was high school. We’d also gotten in trouble together for everything from sneaking out at night to swiping beer from his dad’s private fridge. It made for some serious bonding.

He was the real reason I had skipped the reunions for the last four years.

Kris got a dreamy look. “Yeah, he came in a couple of hours ago. Damn but that boy grew up hot.”

“You said it,” Robin agreed. “With him around I don’t mind being stuck here nearly so much. I would give body parts to get him alone for some one-on-one time. Mmmm, those eyes...”

“Oh hell yeah. And that bangin’ body.” Kris licked her lips. “I’d let that boy do things to me I’ve only ever seen on the Internet. Make sure you invite him along to the lake with us, Emily.”

The sudden flare of jealousy that erupted out of nowhere forestalled the panic attack barreling down on me. I wasn’t quite sure whether to be grateful for it or not. My knuckles were white where I clutched the doorknob in a death grip, and I figured they could probably hear my teeth grinding through the front door. I needed to be calm, get myself under control. I could do this. Luke wasn’t a part of my life anymore, and what they said didn’t mean anything to me. It had been four years, after all. I was over it. I could go inside and be civil without hyperventilating or throwing up.

Leaving my cousins to their crude little fantasies, I opened the door and slipped into the sweet, sweet air conditioning of the foyer, where I threaded my way through the piles of luggage, sleeping bags, and extra pillows and into the living room. This required frequent pauses along the way to allow for kisses from aunts and barrages of “I haven’t seen you in ages,” and “I can’t believe you grew up so fast,” until I was ready to rip my hair out. Mom was in the kitchen with two of my aunts helping Gramma put dinner together.

Luke sat lounging in a chair at the table idly listening to them chat as they cooked. To say the last four years had been good to him would have been an understatement of Biblical proportions, and I suddenly understood my cousins’ unexpected gushing over him on the porch.

When I had last seen Luke he had been a pale, scrawny geek who had all the self-confidence of a mouse in the python cage at the zoo, and the only things he was interested in were computers and cars. While he did appreciate the opposite sex, his love life in high school had been practically nonexistent, hampered as it was by his crippling shyness with girls. Girls besides me, at least.

That was what had led to all the trouble.

The man sitting before me now bore the same resemblance to the guy I remembered as a Ferrari does to a scooter. He had filled out with age and apparently took very good care of his new body in the gym, while his dark hair was cut in a modern style rather than the unkempt tangle of I remembered. The thick glasses were gone, as was the perpetual acne he had suffered from, and he radiated a careless, lazy confidence that a tiger might have envied.

But I still would have known him anywhere.

A quirky grin lit up his face as I walked in, and a flutter ran through me as those piercing blue eyes I had never quite been able to forget focused all their attention on me. Whenever they locked onto me it had always felt as though he could see right through me to examine all my innermost thoughts and feelings. To my dismay the years hadn’t changed that—if anything it was even worse now. Under his gaze I felt naked and defenseless, and my skin flushed and my heart raced in embarrassment as I stammered out a hello. I struggled vainly to ignore him while Mom hugged me and Gramma gave me a kiss on the cheek with dry, papery lips.

“It’s so good to see you, Emily,” she said, and then leaned in to whisper, “Have you been gaining weight, dear?”

I screamed inside. “No, Gramma.” Well, maybe a little. No dessert for you tonight, Emily, thankyouverymuch.

Luke’s eyes laughed at me while I played twenty questions with Gramma and my aunts. It was every bit as bad as I expected. Worse, actually, because he was sitting there soaking up every word. Each passing minute left me a little more flustered, a little more off balance, until finally I had all I could take.

“I told Kris and Robin I’d go down to the lake with them to cool off. Do you want to come with us, Luke?” I blurted.

The words had barely left my lips before I froze in horror at what I had done. Why on earth had I asked Luke along? I needed to get away from him, not hang out with him. Was the summer heat frying my brain cells?

He ran his hands through his wavy, dark brown hair and locked his fingers behind his head. My fingers remembered the silky feel of those thick locks and twitched in sympathy until I bunched them into fists and shoved them behind my back.

“Oh, I suppose so,” he drawled, his eyes laughing at me. “I guess we could all use some cooling off.”

The way my body tingled under his gaze, I didn’t hold much hope of cooling off any time this century. I scurried off to get my stuff and change before I managed to truly embarrass myself.

When I was sixteen years old I fell in love with my best friend. He might not have been hot like the jocks or confident like the guys in debate and theater, but he had a boyish charm and put an intensity into everything he did that I found very attractive. He was Luke, and at the time that was everything to me. For most of a year I didn’t say a word, tried not to let him see so much as a hint of what I felt, because he’d never given any indication that he wanted more and I was terrified that I’d scare him away, that I’d become just another girl for him to be afraid of.

Then on the day of my seventeenth birthday I decided I couldn’t take it anymore—I had to tell him, had to let him know how I felt before we graduated and went our separate ways and it was too late. So that night I drove over to his house where I found him tinkering with his car in the driveway. He had on a pair of ratty denim coveralls and was covered in grease, and my heart danced like moonlight on the water at the sight of him.

“Hey, Em,” he called from under the hood. “Happy birthday. There’s a present for you in the front seat.”

My heart did a little skip. “Really? Aw, you didn’t have to.”

“Sure I did. It’s nothing much, but I wanted to get you something.”

I leaned through the window, pulled the small box from the seat, and opened it to find a black fossilized shark’s tooth on a delicate silver chain nestled inside. It was absolutely lovely, and I could scarcely believe Luke had picked it out. My heart did that little skip thing again.

“Thank you! It’s beautiful.”

“Well, I know how you want to be an oceanographer, and I thought it suited you.”

I slipped it around my neck and walked around to lean against the front of the car. “Have you got a minute? I kinda need to talk to you.”

He set down his wrench, and those sharp, blue eyes landed on me. “Sure. Shoot.”

My mouth went bone dry while my heart started to pound like the drum section at the pep rallies and I got so scared I felt sick. It must have shown on my face, because Luke’s gaze grew concerned.

“Hey, are you okay?”

“Yeah.” I waved it off and took a deep breath. It would be all right. This was Luke. He got me like nobody else ever had. How could this be wrong? “I just need to tell you something and I’m not sure how.”

He grinned. “Hit me with it straight up. I’m a man, I can take it.”

You asked for it. “I’m in love with you.”

He blinked. “The necklace wasn’t that great, Em.”

My heart dropped about six stories, but I plowed on. “I’m not kidding. I’m in love with you. I’ve been in love with you for a long time.”

“Oh.”

This wasn’t going the way I’d imagined at all. “Oh?”

Luke swallowed hard and looked away. “Are you sure you don’t just think you’re in love with me?”

“What kind of question is that? Of course I’m sure!”

“Oh.”

That sick feeling came back with a vengeance, and my stomach churned like an ocean in a hurricane. “Luke, I—”

“I’m in love with somebody else,” he blurted out.

Even though we were standing outside in the open, there didn’t seem to be any air. I had to fight to get a breath. “What? With who?”

Luke refused to meet my eyes. “Melissa Harrison,” he muttered.

I swayed and clutched the grill of his car so I didn’t tip over. It couldn’t be. Melissa was the daughter of a wealthy doctor and one of the ringleaders of the stuck-up, wealthy clique we both hated with the fire of a thousand suns. Badmouthing them was part of our daily routine, like showering or eating dinner. There was no way Luke was in love with her. It was simply impossible.

Wasn’t it?

“I’m sorry,” he said.

I turned and stumbled towards my car while the world around me collapsed in a gray fog. I was half-dazed as I collapsed inside and drove away. I drove for hours—thought about just driving away and never going back, but in the end I had no choice but to go home. When I fell into bed I was surprised at how numb I was, at how little it hurt, and I drifted off into sleep with the thought that it would all be better the next day. 

The next morning it started to hurt for real. The instant my eyes opened the whole scene replayed itself in my mind like some horrible movie. I played sick and hid in my room and cried for two days, then I went back to school where I got to meet the new Luke I had created with my little announcement.

This one wasn’t my best friend, would barely even speak to me. That was how the rest of the school year played out, and that was why I ran as far away from home as I could get after graduation.

And now he was at my family reunion looking like sex on a stick, and I was right back where I had been four years ago. Except this time I wasn’t going to make a fool of myself over him—no way in hell. Once was more than enough.

Piper Creek Lake was right across the road from the house. A little trail ran down from Aunt Alice’s mailbox to the rickety, old wooden pier which jutted about twenty feet out into the cool, brown water. Most of my cousins had beaten me there and were already splashing around and filling the air with wild shouts and laughter.

Luke was there, too, sprawled on the edge of the pier and talking to Kris and Robin, who bobbed in the water gazing worshipfully up at him like supplicants at the feet of an idol. He had on a pair of denim cut-offs and an old AC/DC t-shirt that clung to his powerful upper body like a second skin. Squaring my shoulders, I shrugged off the tingling that had started low in my belly at the sight of him and walked down to meet them.

When I got to the end of the pier I dropped my towel, kicked off my flip-flops, and dove into the water beside my two cousins, thoroughly splashing them both. Served the little sluts right, too, shamelessly flirting with Luke that way. The way they were acting, I think both of them would have let him nail them right there on the pier. That brought to mind an image that I shied away from quickly, but not before it set off a throbbing between my legs that was so intense I felt it in my teeth.

My other relatives in the water decided that we had enough people for a game of water football now and started dividing up into teams. Naturally Luke got picked right away. Since I have a well-known aversion to sports, I was the last one picked and ended up on the other team. Relief washed over me when I realized that it would put a comfortable distance between me and Luke. I figured if I could just avoid being near him I’d be okay. Stay away from him—out of sight, out of mind—until the reunion was over and we both went our separate ways, and I could try to forget this weird chemistry between us. Again.

I never got anywhere near the ball, of course. After a while I just edged back out of the way until I was standing off by myself and could watch the fun without interfering. A scuffle broke out between some of the younger players, and Robin got in a cussing match with the leader of the opposing team that probably carried all the way to the far end of the lake. That was the best part of water football games with my cousins, especially since Robin had a vocabulary that would have shamed a sailor.

I was watching and laughing with the rest when a pair of large, strong hands took hold of my hips from behind. I froze as warm breath tickled against the back of my neck and up to my ear.

“Hi,” Luke whispered against me.

His hands drifted slowly along my sides with a clingy, wet heat that lingered along my water-slick skin. Slowly his fingers tickled across my stomach, and I gasped as he eased his arms completely around me and pulled me firmly into the embrace of his body. I squirmed within the circle of his arms but he held on too tightly for me to escape.

“Stop it,” I hissed. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“I’ve missed you, Emily.”

“You had one hell of a way of showing it.”

In reply he leaned in and softly kissed my neck, his lips warm and soft as he slowly nuzzled against the sensitive spot behind my ear. A flurry of tingles exploded in the depths below my belly, and I got goose bumps all over. Why did he have to grow up to be so amazingly hot? And why did I still have to care?

“Is that better?” he murmured.

“Luke, please...”

His lips nibbled my earlobe and I thought my knees were going to give out. I decided to let him talk a little bit longer.

“I was just a stupid kid, Em. It took time for me to realize what a fool I was, and by then you were long gone and had made it pretty clear you didn’t want anything else to do with me. Well, I tried to forget you. I went off just like you did, and I did my damnedest to find someone who could wipe the memory of you out of my mind.”

Icy fingers of jealousy clutched at my heart. No, dammit! I was long over him. I wasn’t jealous. 

“How’d that work out for you?”

“If it had worked, would I be standing in Piper Creek Lake holding you in my arms?”

I hated my heart for the little flip it did when he said that. “Well, I don’t care. It’s your problem, because I’m very much over you.”

 “Are you?” His breath tickled against the little hairs on my neck and all of my insides liquefied into a mass of hot goo that puddled somewhere just south of my belly button. “Are you really?”

“Yes,” I insisted a little breathlessly.

We both knew that it was a lie, but I didn’t intend to give him so much as an inch. My body, on the other hand, was ready to give him anything he wanted without bothering to consult me first. His touch had me heading for a total meltdown, and I needed to get away from him fast.

“Is that so?” he mused. “You’re not wearing a ring. You haven’t had any serious boyfriends since you left. You grew up into a very beautiful woman, Em, just like I knew you would. One beautiful enough to be able to pick and choose among the guys chasing after her, unless for some reason she wasn’t interested in picking. I’d say that sounds like there’s more going on than you want to admit.”

“How do you know whether I’ve had a serious boyfriend or not?”

“I check up on you with your mom.”

Spying jerk. I tried again to fight my way free, but he just held my arms until I quieted down, and from the way my nipples went hard as diamonds apparently my stupid body didn’t realize that this wasn’t supposed to be exciting. I was breathing hard now, hot and throbbing and wanting him so bad I could taste it. Damn him.

“I’m going to make this really simple for you, Emily,” he breathed straight into my ear. “I’m not going to stop until I get what I want.”

Arms squeezed me tightly around the middle and he planted a hot, sweet kiss right at the base of my neck that made me want to tear off my bikini bottom then and there.

“Until we both get what we want,” he whispered.

If I didn’t stop him now, I wasn’t going to be strong enough to be able to resist. I leaned back and let my body melt against him for a moment, then as I felt him relax I aimed my heel at his instep and stomped hard as I could against him in the water. With a curse he stumbled and let go of me just enough that I was able to break free and lunge into the water to stroke towards Kris and Robin. They’d save me from him.

I had no idea who was going to save me from myself, though.

He cut into the water behind me, heading back to his team as the fight broke up. There was a part of me that wanted to stop, wanted to beg him to come back and finish what he started and not leave me standing there all empty and aching and needing him so very badly. I wanted him more than I had ever wanted anything in my life. Instead I turned away and tried to swim it off, doing my best to get him out of my system before I did something I knew I would regret, something that could never, ever work out.

I managed to avoid him at dinner by sitting between Kris and Robin at a table on the far side of the room from him. Despite his attempts to catch my eye, I held firm and pretended I didn’t see him. Still, knowing that he was watching me like a hawk had me so nervous that it ruined my appetite. Just as well—I don’t think my willpower would have been up to turning down Gramma’s blackberry cobbler, otherwise. “You’ve got to watch that waistline if you want to catch a man, Emily.” Thanks, Gramma. Thanks ever so much.

I helped clean up the dinner mess, and then afterwards the aunts and uncles gathered in the living room to play dominos and cards while the younger cousins drifted off to watch television on the porch or to play outside. When he wasn’t looking, I snuck past Luke and hid myself on a cot in the darkness at the edge of the porch where I could watch the kids chase fireflies among the pine trees. Across the porch, Kris and Robin fought over what to watch on the ancient television set with two of our younger cousins. From off of the lake a cool breeze wandered through the porch, and I pulled a sheet over my legs with a sigh of relief. I had been afraid it would never start to cool off, and unless I wanted to run into Luke I was stuck out there until everyone started to go to bed. A knot of the smaller kids burst through the door of the house, expelled by their elders to burn off some energy, and as the screen door to the porch banged shut behind them I leaned my head back against the wall and closed my eyes, straining to hear the evening sounds of the woods around us over the clamor. Somewhere out by the lake a whip-poor-will voiced its plaintive call. I hadn’t heard one in ages.

“Mind if I join you?”

My eyes popped open. Without waiting for an answer, Luke hopped up onto the bed beside me, close enough that his arm brushed against mine, and a wave of heat crashed through me at the touch.

“You’ve been avoiding me,” he accused.

I was hopelessly torn. On the one hand I wanted to get up and run away from him. At the same time my body craved his touch on my bare flesh, ached for his hands on me the way they had been at the lake. I groaned and banged my head against the wall.

“Why can’t you just leave me alone?”

“Because we both know you don’t really want me to.”

“I do so!”

“Then get up and walk away.”

I didn’t move. On the far side of the porch noise blasted from the television as Kris switched the channel to an action movie. Luke took advantage of the distraction to scoot closer to me and rested a hand on my thigh.

“I was never in love with Melissa Harrison,” he said quietly. “I just couldn’t come up with anything else to tell you.”

“Ha! I knew it! But why?”

He gave me his old, familiar, lopsided smile. Only it had changed with the rest of him so that now it was devastating. I was willing to bet that girls threw themselves at him by the dozen when he showed that smile.

“You were already blossoming into the babe you were going to become, and I… I wasn’t exactly blossoming into anything.”

“So what? I loved you, Luke. You were the greatest thing in the world to me. Do you think that mattered?”

“Yes, I did. I didn’t think I had a thing to offer you, and I couldn’t imagine you really being in love with me. I just figured you were either lonely, or in love with the idea of being in love and you chose me because I was safe.”

“But that wasn’t true at all.”

“I realize that now, but at the time I was scared to death that you’d get bored with being in a relationship with me inside of a week, and then where would we be? It could have ruined everything between us, and I loved you too much to risk losing you.”

“Wait a minute. You loved me?”

He gave a hard little laugh. “Long before you ever said anything, Em. But you know how shy around girls I was back then.”

I snorted. “My, how times have changed.”

“I had no idea that by pushing you away from me that night I’d lose you for good.”

Memories came flooding back, and with them the hurting and shame. I pushed his hand off my thigh and scooted away from him on the bed.

“I thought you’d understand, that even if you didn’t feel the same way about me you’d at least understand what I felt and we’d work it out so it was all right. You knew damned well that I was just as shy as you were, and you had to know what it cost me to stand there in front of you and say that.”

“I knew.”

“And so you hurt me. You hurt me and you humiliated me, and there wasn’t another soul in the world I could turn to because you were the best friend I shared everything with.”

“I’m sorry. You have no idea how sorry. I’ve paid for that every single day for the last four years.”

“Sorry’s fine, but it’s coming a bit late to help. I had to get over you all on my own, had to leave home and go far away because I cried myself to sleep every night from being that close to you all the time. So I’ll accept your apology as sincerely given, but it doesn’t change anything between us.”

It was too dark now to see his face, but I heard him sigh. “Is there anything I can do to convince you to forgive me?”

“You’re forgiven,” I told him softly, “just because you asked. But forgetting’s another story. I can’t forget what happened, and I can’t trust that it wouldn’t happen again. Can’t, Luke. Don’t ask it of me.”

“Well, so much for that, then. I guess that just leaves me one option.”

“What’s that?”

“To make you want me so much that you don’t care whether you trust me or not.”

Before I knew what he intended, his lips landed on me and stifled any rational thoughts I might have had. Every nerve in my body flared to life at once, as though I came fully alive for the first time in my life. I felt like Sleeping Beauty being kissed awake by her prince, as though I’d been half-asleep or walking around in a dream until that moment.

Luke’s fingers went to the back of my neck and he slanted his mouth possessively over mine, claiming what was his, what had always been his. After a moment his tongue brushed against my lips, teasing, playful. With a moan of growing desire I parted my lips and surrendered, just as he’d known I would.

As our tongues met, his fingers tightened on me, curled up into my hair to hold me fast in his embrace. He tasted me, learning my eager mouth with a longing that I could feel in his kiss and in his touch on my skin. The yearning built between us, a fire fueled from both sides at once to spiral higher and higher until the air between us crackled with it. I whimpered with the sudden ache of need, while my pulse throbbed like the booming of a bass drum through my whole body.

I should never have let him touch me. I should have run as soon as I knew that he was here. He was far more dangerous to me now than he had ever been when we were growing up. I didn’t know if I’d be able to survive it if he rejected me again.

When he finally released my lips I could only stare at him wild-eyed, speechless from his kiss and the torrent of blazing desire he’d kindled so swiftly inside of me. In the dim light his blue eyes looked black, but they glittered with the strength of his own need as he looked down at me.

“That is what I should have done the night you told me you loved me, Emily. Then and every night since.”

I didn’t sleep worth a damn that night. I couldn’t get the image of his lean, hard body out of my mind, and the feel of him seemed to be etched into my skin. I lay awake for what felt like hours thinking of him asleep in the next room. Again and again I thought about sneaking in to wake him up so we could go off somewhere to let him do whatever he wanted to me, if only it would quench the burning ache inside of me. I didn’t dare actually do it, though, if for no other reason than I had no idea of where we could go that we wouldn’t get caught.

I woke up terribly off balance, feeling as though my whole world had shifted overnight. And it had; no matter what happened from now on, my relationship with Luke would never be the same again. I didn’t regret what had happened. If anything, I was giddy and excited and eager to move forward now that we had finally crossed the line. At the same time a feeling of despair tinged everything, because deep down I knew we could never be anything real. This was nothing but the fading echo of an adolescent’s schoolgirl crush. Too much time had passed, and we were just too far apart for it to work out.

After breakfast I found Robin stretched out on one of the cots on the porch reading a faded, yellow-paged romance novel that was probably older than she was. As I came in, she propped it on her stomach and eyed me carefully.

“You want to talk about it?”

“I don’t know.”

She sat up and crossed her legs. “Well, you certainly look like someone who needs to unload. Far be it from me to interfere in anyone else’s life, though.”

I snickered. Robin was the world’s biggest busybody. She could also keep her mouth shut, though, and I suddenly felt the need to talk to someone. I planted myself on the cot next to hers.

“I feel... lost,” I said.

“I can sympathize with that. It’s how I feel most days. About anything in particular, or just in general?”

“There’s a guy...”

“Aha.”

“I’ve never been this crazy about anyone in my life, Robin. He’s gorgeous, I love to be around him, and we click on every level.”

“And this is a problem because why, exactly? He doesn’t feel the same way?”

“I think he might. But it’s so complicated.”

Robin cocked an eyebrow. “You want to elaborate?”

“I’d rather not.”

“Hm.” She studied me for a minute. “Emily, no offense hon, but you haven’t really gotten out much. It’s okay to go gaga over guys, but at the end of the day they’re just guys. There’s nothing magical about them.”

“I know.”

“Guys are a dime a dozen, and somebody as pretty as you can pick and choose. If this one isn’t going to work out, find another one who will.”

There wasn’t anyone else. I had tried. God, how I had tried, but none of them could get Luke out of my head.

“But I want this one,” I said quietly.

Robin sighed. “Yeah. Been there.”

“What should I do?”

“Beats me, Emily. You don’t see me here with anybody, do you?”

“Well, you always were smarter about that than the rest of us.”

“Look. If I were you, I’d grab as much as I could. Maybe it won’t work out, but you can make the most out of it while it’s there. And if it does manage to work out, then you are way ahead of the game.”

“You think so?”

“Yep.”

So I gave in and let myself think about the what ifs and conceded that there was some slight possibility that things might work out so that I could get what I wanted. Afterwards I felt better than I had in longer than I cared to remember. It had been hanging over me since Luke moved away four years ago, and I just hadn’t wanted to face up to it. Hope, even if it’s just a little glimmer, can be a powerful thing.

 I gave up trying to avoid Luke after that. In fact, I sought him out and sat next to him at lunch. He gave me a startled look, one eyebrow shooting up in surprise as I deliberately brushed against his arm and sat a good bit closer to him than was really necessary. I flashed him a dazzling smile.

“Miss me?”

Those blue eyes narrowed, and then his lips curled up in a shark-like smile and his eyes grew dark with a hunger that made me quiver. I let my thigh slide against his under the table, tempting fate and enjoying the delicious tingles the touch of his skin set off. Things were going to get interesting.

As I finished my sandwich, I noticed an uneaten pickle spear sitting on Luke’s plate. Inspiration struck and I snatched it away.

“Hey! I was going to eat that.”

I glanced around quickly, but no one was paying any attention to us. With my eyes locked on his, I parted my lips and flicked my tongue across the tip of the pickle. Luke froze. I laid it on the top of my tongue and slowly, teasingly pulled it between my lips, wrapping them tightly about it as I slid it further into my mouth.

“Mmmmmm.” It came from deep in my throat and I cast it low enough that only Luke could hear.

He swallowed hard as I let an inch or so of the pickle slip back out of my lips, then sucked it slowly back in, and then a bit more, and more, until I had almost the entire spear in my mouth.

“You’re going to choke on it if you’re not careful,” he growled.

I gripped the end with my thumb and index finger and pulled it out again, and then slowly licked my lips.

“What are you thinking about right now?” I whispered.

He didn’t answer, but the look on his face said plenty. I smiled again, and bit into the pickle. No point in letting a good pickle go to waste, after all. It wasn’t until after lunch was over that I realized my little show had hit me at least as hard as it had Luke. All I could think about now was the feel and taste of his cock in my mouth.

Unfortunately it was absolutely impossible for us to get a minute alone. There were simply too many people around us, and Luke couldn’t take a step without tripping over some girl or another. They followed him around like a pack of lovesick puppies, and I wanted to strangle the lot of them. For three days we had to make do with nothing but a graze of fingertips as we passed, or a quick brush of lips when no one was looking, while each sizzling touch and each scorching glance made the fires within burn more fiercely. We couldn’t have each other, but we couldn’t leave each other alone, either. It became an agony of wanting, a sweet mutual torture that we indulged in because to do nothing would have hurt still worse.

Day after day crawled by that way, each one hotter than the last, and each night I lay in bed throbbing and aching for his touch. The worst part was knowing that the end of the week was coming, though. On Friday Luke would go back to Midland and I would go back home and then on to my new life in Galveston, and I didn’t want to think about that at all. That couldn’t be the end of things. It just couldn’t.

Tuesday night was the worst. My libido had practically had me climbing the walls, and there was no way to get any relief because I was sharing a room with Kris, Robin, and two of our younger cousins. After a long struggle, I fell into a fitful sleep.

Something touched my lips.

“Emily.”

I moaned and rolled over. Warm breath stirred the hair covering my ear.

“Emily.”

I opened my eyes. Luke stood bent over me, his eyes bright in the moonlight, one finger pressed against his lips. Once he saw I was awake, he jerked his head towards the door. Quietly as I could, I slipped out of bed and followed him into the dark hallway and down the stairs. I cringed inwardly each time a step creaked under my foot and thought that with all the noise the entire house must surely wake up, but we reached the bottom without incident. Luke took my hand and led me back into the den, where he silently opened the door to the long walk-in closet under the stairs.

As soon as the door closed I threw myself into Luke’s arms and wrapped myself around him as I had dreamed of doing for the last three days. I buried my face against him, drinking in his sharp, manly scent of leather-and-spice cologne mixed with the tang of his sweat. His arms went around the curve of my waist and pulled me even more tightly into him, and his lips softly brushed the hair on top of my head. I took one more deep breath of him and turned my face up. I wanted him to kiss me—had wanted him to kiss me for practically forever, now. Soft, warm lips found the tip of my nose and kissed it lightly before moving down to find my waiting mouth.

His lips met mine—eager, ravenous, as though he intended to devour me. Sharp teeth grabbed my bottom lip with a playful tug, and then released it so his tongue could flicker out, tasting me, teasing briefly before his mouth fastened to mine once more. His tongue became more insistent, probing as his hands slid down my hips and curved around to cup the firm swell of my ass. With a little moan I opened my lips and sent my tongue out to meet his, sliding against that soft velvet to taste him for the very first time.

My nipples tightened as they brushed against Luke’s chest, and a warm prickling began to spread through my whole body as the passion in our kiss grew. My breathing and heartbeat sped up, my breasts heaving against his chest, and I wrapped my arms around his neck.

Luke gave me a last squeeze and broke away.

“Wait a second,” he panted. “Close your eyes.”

He groped overhead until he found the chain to the light and pulled it. I squinted at the sudden brightness, and slowly opened my eyes. Luke took a towel from the top of a box and used it to cover the crack at the bottom of the door.

“There. That’s better.”

He turned back to me and the look in his eyes sent a shiver down my spine. They burned with raw, hot desire that I had never seen in another man’s eye before. I froze, not knowing how to react. I simply couldn’t believe that I had that kind of effect on him. Then his arms went back around me, and his mouth fell hungrily onto mine once more, and I had to believe it. I had never felt like I belonged anywhere as much as I did in his arms at that moment.

Luke simply kissed me for a while, enthusiastically but not hurrying, both of us content to go slow and just enjoy this first experience with one another. Long minutes passed, and we finally had to break apart to catch our breath. I stood in his arms, pressed against the heat of him, his face only a couple of inches from mine. My whole body sang with the blood racing through my veins and the intensity of my desire for him.

One hand lifted to my face, the tip of Luke’s thumb following the bow of my lips with the delicate touch of a butterfly.

“Come on,” he said, drawing me back into the depths of the closet.

At the far end there was a clear spot surrounded by boxes that gave us a bit more space. He turned back to me and I looked at his face, shadowed in the half-light. I was scared again, terrified of taking this final step, and yet wanting it more than life itself. I didn’t know what to do.

“Emily,” Luke whispered, his hand rising to stroke my cheek. “I want to see you.”

I swallowed hard and reached for the edge of my t-shirt. Trembling, I drew it over my head and slung it over a box, revealing my breasts to Luke’s smoldering gaze. Since there was no point in stopping now, I bit my lip and unfastened my shorts, hooking the waistband with my thumbs and sliding them and my panties down to my ankles. I stood before him, naked as the day I was born and tingling from head to toe as he looked at me with eyes that told me exactly what was coming next.

Luke gave me a little half-smile and stripped out of his own clothes. Taut muscles rippled under golden brown skin. He was magnificent, lean and powerful as a panther, and desire built within me despite my fear. My mind built images of what it would be like to lay naked in his arms, and I felt myself growing wet as that aching flutter between my legs kicked into high gear.

I wet my lips and let my eyes wander down his body until I found his cock. It stood out from his body at a sharp angle, hard and stiff as though carved from stone. Unbidden, a memory of my teasing with the pickle spear popped back into my head, and I was overcome with a need to have him in my mouth, to taste his skin, to feel the satin texture of him against my tongue.

I sank to my knees before him and took his shaft with my fingers.

“Emily, you don’t have to...”

I wrapped my lips around his head and Luke’s voice cut off with a sharp gasp. I sucked on the end of his cock like a lollipop, and then slid my tongue around it, licking lightly with the tip and then stroking hard with the surface. His skin was a little salty, and the musky smell of his sex excited me in a way completely new to me. Usually a blowjob was just something that I did to please my boyfriends, but I craved Luke’s cock in my mouth tonight, and that taste that was his own and nobody else’s had my cream flowing as I sucked hard on his manhood. His hands landed gently on my hair as I swallowed more of his length. A long sigh escaped him, and his hips began to rock gently in time with my sucking.

It took an effort for me to accept his thickness without grazing him with my teeth, but I had to have him, as much of him as I could get. He slid in along the length of my tongue, hot and slowly pulsing against me, until I felt the tip of him settle against the back of my throat. I gave a little moan and sucked him hard until the light, salty taste of pre-cum drifted across the back of my tongue, and then I pulled away slowly, tickling the underside of his cock with the tip of my tongue.

Luke shuddered as inch after inch of his cock slipped from between my lips, his eyes closed, until only the head remained in my mouth. I trilled my tongue against the underside, and Luke jerked and stepped away.

“That’s enough,” he moaned. “It’s not your mouth I’m going to come in tonight.”

He took me in his arms again and kissed me fiercely, his tongue darting against mine, strong hands caressing my bare skin with his manhood a hot iron bar against my belly. I ran my hands down his sides to savor the hard muscles in his ass and thighs. Damn, but he was one gorgeous hunk of man.

Suddenly his hands gripped me and turned me around, pushing me towards the wall. I put out my hands and leaned against it as Luke’s leg went between mine, forcing me to spread for him so he could stand between my thighs. The heat of his body melded up against my backside, his iron shaft pressing into the crevice between my buttocks. As I shifted to give him better access, he gripped my hips and angled lower. The head of his cock slid down and lodged against the pink little rosebud of my ass, and I felt his pre-cum wet and sticky against that sensitive flesh.

“Not there!” I squeaked.

Luke gave an evil little chuckle. “Not tonight.”

He pulled back and levered his manhood lower until it passed between my legs, sliding through lips slippery with my juices. He thrust slowly forward, running the shaft through that channel until the head rubbed against the folds covering my clit, and I moaned as that hard little nub sang at his touch. Reaching beneath me, I took hold of him and rubbed his slick head in slow swirls over that aching knot until it sent jolts of pleasure flying into my very core. Luke let me play for a while, his hands gently stroking my flanks while I teased my clit until the tension inside me became unbearable and the walls of my pussy trembled with the desire to be filled by his thick cock.

“Now,” I said. “Oh please, Luke, now,” I moaned.

He drew back until the head of his cock fit up against my tight opening, and then slowly leaned into me. I gasped as I stretched to take his thickness, and thrust myself back against him, greedy for every inch, both hands pressed against the wall to give me leverage. Luke let out a little sigh as he buried himself completely inside the wet heat of my pussy and he held himself there for a few seconds before he began to fuck me.

He went slowly at first, giving me a little time to get used to the feel of him, but then he began to drive into me harder. His hands left my hips, one sliding around my waist so he could hold me more firmly against him, the other gathering in both of my wrists above my head and pinning them to the wall. Every bit of pent up passion that had been building between us for years came out as we ground against one another, bodies smacking together hard as he plunged his cock into my innermost depths again and again.

I was on fire, the heat between my legs molten now, jolts of pleasure washing through me with every stroke. Behind me I could feel Luke getting close, his motions becoming more frantic, the grip of his hand on my wrists tightening until it hurt, but I didn’t care. I threw my head back and panted, my long hair sliding like silk across my skin. A slow, warm buzz filled my whole body and my pulse beat loud in my ears. I wasn’t going to last long, either.

With a sharp grunt his arm clenched around my waist and he shoved hard into me. I felt his cock jerk against the tight embrace of my pussy, and the realization hit that Luke had just come inside of me. I came hard, the walls of my tunnel clamping down on him, and I buried my mouth against my arm so I wouldn’t scream. I shuddered as wave after wave crashed through me, lifting me to heights of bliss that I had never imagined before.

“Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god,” I moaned.

Slowly Luke released his death grip on me and I sank back against his chest. Those strong arms circled my stomach, and his lips nuzzled against my neck.

“Wow.”

I was still gasping for air. “Understatement of the year.”

“Yeah. If I had known, I wouldn’t have waited so long.”

“Me, either.”

I tilted my head back, offering my lips, and he gave me a long, lingering kiss.

“We should probably get back,” he said reluctantly. “We’ve pushed our luck far enough for one night.”

We dressed quickly and slipped back into the dark house. At the top of the stairs I stopped to kiss him one last time, standing on tiptoes to brush my lips against his, and then I padded back to my room feeling all warm and fuzzy. As I crawled back under my sheets I gave a quiet sigh of contentment and rolled over, still smiling at the memory of what had just happened. Suddenly a wave of cold terror washed over me.

 Robin lay propped up on one elbow, her eyes dark shadows as she watched me from across the room. She had seen me come in. Had she seen me leave with Luke? I couldn’t say anything without the risk of waking the others up, so I lay there staring at the ceiling with my chest heaving in panic. It was a long time before I got back to sleep.

Robin settled my question first thing in the morning at breakfast. Dropping into the chair next to mine she absently stirred her coffee and waited until two of our youngest cousins had absorbed the attention of everyone else at the table.

“When you said things were complicated, you weren’t kidding,” she muttered.

My heart sank. “Oh, please don’t say anything.”

“Me? Nah.” She glanced over towards the kitchen, where Luke was leaning over the stove picking up bacon, a position which caused his cut-offs to cling nicely to the firm shape of his ass. “But damn, am I jealous.”

“You’re the best, Robin.”

“Yeah, I know. I just hope you know what you’re doing.”

“Nope, haven’t a clue. I’m taking it minute by minute.”

“It hurts when those minutes run out, Emily.”

“I know.”

I was already trying to steel myself to say goodbye on Friday. It made me sick just thinking about it, but then Luke came and sat down on my other side and his smile didn’t have anything of goodbyes or sadness in it. I lost myself in those incredible blue eyes and decided I simply wasn’t going to think about the end until it happened.

We didn’t try the closet again; the chances of getting caught sneaking back and forth were too high. As before, we had to content ourselves with our flirting and teasing and those little touches whenever we could get away with it. I felt about fourteen again, and even though I wouldn’t admit it to myself, deep down I knew I was hopelessly head-over-heels for Luke. On Thursday morning when everyone else headed down to the lake, he pulled me aside before I walked off the porch.

“Just play along,” he told me, and then poked his head inside the house. “Emily and I are going to run into town to the store,” he called out, and let the door close before anyone could answer.

I didn’t miss the look Robin shot me as we walked to his car, but I didn’t care. As soon as we turned off great-Aunt Alice’s street, Luke pulled onto an unpaved caliche side road that wound its way deep into the pine forest. After a while we came to a clearing, and he stopped the car.

“Come on.”

He pulled a thick blanket from his trunk and headed into the grass. I kicked aside a charred piece of wood and a few moments later we stood on an ancient concrete foundation.

“Remember this place?”

“No.”

“It was your Aunt Alice’s brother Charlie’s place, until it burned down when we were little. Some of us guys used to walk over here when we wanted to get away from the grownups for a while. Or when we wanted to talk about the girls.”

“So this is where you always disappeared to.”

“Yep.”

He flipped the blanket down in a clear spot and we lay down together. It was like being in a little bowl with enormous pine trees surrounding us on all sides. After a minute Luke rolled over on his side and used a fingertip to trace the line of my cheek, down my jaw to my chin, and then down the curve of my throat.

“My beautiful, beautiful Emily,” he whispered.

I lifted up and slid off my t-shirt. I had on my bikini top underneath it, and a quick tug on that sent it tumbling to the ground by my shirt. Luke’s eyes caressed my bare breasts for a moment before he reached for them. The feel of his hands on me set my skin on fire, but then he leaned across me and took one pink nipple between his lips. As he sucked on it, his tongue flickering across the tip, I thought I was going to melt in his mouth. A flutter started between my legs, and my clit swelled and hardened like my nipples.

His hands slid to my waist and fumbled with the catch to my shorts until he got them undone and dragged them down my hips. I kicked them off and then Luke was caressing the curves of my ass through my bikini bottoms. His tongue continued lashing my taut pink nipple, and I moaned and rubbed myself against him as the need for his cock inside of me grew. Luke wasn’t in the mood to wait, either, and my bikini bottoms didn’t stay on long. He let go of my nipple and found my lips instead, his hands slowly exploring my body while his tongue explored my mouth.

His hand slid down my pubic bone, fingertips probing into my wet slit. I ground myself against his hand, my clit a hard little nub against his palm as he slipped a finger into my eager pussy. I pulled away from his kiss and sucked in hot July air, the burst of hot tingles flooding through my lower body so intense it was almost unbearable.

“Take your clothes off,” I moaned.

It took only a moment, and then my hands glided over his smooth, golden skin, a thin, satin glove covering the hard ripples of muscle underneath. I reached down and found his cock, already rock hard and jutting up from his body. He gasped and shivered as I wrapped my fingers around it and stroked down his length, the shaft pulsating lightly in my grip. We were both ready.

Luke’s hands closed around my waist, pulling me on top of him as he rolled onto his back.

“The concrete’s too hard,” he said. “I don’t want to squish you.”

I slid one leg over and knelt astride him, his manhood pressing against my backside. When I had positioned myself the way I wanted, I lifted up a little and reached underneath me to take his cock and guide it to my tight, wet pussy. I rubbed that swollen, purple head in the wet furrow between my legs until it was good and slippery, and then I let myself sink slowly down on Luke’s hips, swallowing his length inside of me. His eyes closed and he let out a little hiss of air, his fingers clenched tightly on my waist as I settled against him.

“You’re so fucking tight,” he breathed. “So hot and so wet and so fucking tight.”

When I felt him completely buried in me I began to rock back and forth, slowly leaning forward a bit until I could feel my clit rubbing against his pubic bone. The dual stimulation had me gushing juices around his cock and I rocked harder, driven by the electric buzz surging through my body and the hot sloshing sound of Luke’s manhood churning into my soaking tunnel. My skin burned in the hot July sun, and slow beads of sweat trickled down my spine to drip into the slick crevice of my ass. Luke moved beneath me in time to my own rhythm, angling to penetrate me even more deeply with each stroke, his hands on my hips helping to rock me so I could focus on maximizing my pleasure from the friction on my clit.

I moaned with each gasping breath, so lost in the moment now that I was barely aware of our surroundings. My whole world collapsed to his thick cock inside of me, and the struggle to get enough air in my lungs. Second by second the surges of pleasure rose through my center, spreading slowly through me until all at once the orgasm burst out, and I cried out over and over again as I had been unable to do two nights before.

Luke’s hands on my hips continued rocking me, and the thrusts of his cock into my depths grew more insistent until he gasped and stiffened, his back arching and his fingers clamping down on me like iron, and he cried out in his own orgasm.

I sank down onto his chest, sweaty and sticky but happy, his cock still lodged deep inside of me, and Luke’s arms circled my back to pull me tightly against him. I lay there for long minutes, enjoying the feel of him, the closeness, and not wanting it to end. The soft breeze slowly dried the sweat from my body, and as I grew drowsy in the warm sun I rolled off of Luke and curled up beside him.

He looked so beautiful, his bronze skin glowing in the sunlight, that I wanted him again already—again and again, as many times as possible before the end. I sighed, and he reached over to stroke my hair.

“What’s the matter?”

“Tomorrow is Friday, and I’m not ready for this to be over.”

“Who said anything about it being over?”

“But you have to go back to Midland, and I’ll be in Galveston, and when will we ever see each other? It’s an eight hour drive.”

Luke chuckled and shook his head in disbelief. “Emily. Did you really think that I would start this and then just let it drop again afterwards?”

“Well, ummm...” The truth was that I hadn’t thought about it from his side at all.

“I put in for a transfer to our office in Galveston the day that your mother told me that’s where you were going. In two weeks I’ll be coming in to look at houses.”

I sat up and stared at him. “Are you serious? You’re really moving?”

He looked up at me, eyes dancing. “Yes, I’m really moving.”

“You really did all of that just to be close to me?”

“Of course, silly. It’s already done. I just need to find a house and move into it.”

“I don’t believe it. You’re amazing.”

His hand reached over to stroke my thigh. “So are you.”

I swung my leg over his hips and straddled him again.

“Prove it.”

And in that serene hideaway in the middle of the soughing pines he did, enough to last us the two weeks until he drove to Galveston so we could go house hunting together.

The End

Thank you for reading What He Wants. If you enjoyed it would you please leave a review? Reviews help out a lot to convince other readers that a book is worth reading, so I’d really appreciate it. Also, if you would like to be notified whenever I have a new release or sale, sign up for my newsletter.
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Sneak Peek: Double or Nothing

IT ALL STARTED WHEN MY MOM FOUND the box of condoms I had stashed in my closet.

Let’s get a couple of things straight right now. First, I had them hidden in an old shoebox that Mom had no reason whatsoever to go poking around in. Second, it’s not like I was actually using them. I kept them there purely as a precaution, for emergency use only; you know—in case of fire break glass. Not that I was remotely in any danger of having any kind of an emergency. My last boyfriend and I had broken up six months earlier and since then I had been going through a major dry spell. I hadn’t met anyone I was interested in dating or even just having a fling with in a very long time. My friends said I was too picky, but I don’t see anything wrong with that. A girl should have high standards and not feel as though she has to settle just because she’s been single for six months. Right?

Some days I almost even believed it.

Anyway, the thing is that my mom was snooping. We had been having the same fights over privacy and boundaries for as long as I could remember, but the battles had become far more bitter in the two years since I had graduated from high school. You’d think that after I had turned eighteen she might have given it a rest, but no such luck. I had taken my parents up on their offer to let me live at home while I was going to college because rent was expensive and most of the girls I could have dealt with as roommates had fled our sleepy, little town before the ink was even dry on  their diplomas. Much as I would have loved to get out of my parents’ house there was just no way I could work enough hours to afford a place by myself while taking a full course load, so I sucked it up and tried to keep my head down.

Unfortunately Mom insisted on behaving as though I was still in middle school most days and couldn’t keep her nose out of my business. That was how she came to storm into the den that day, shaking the black and gold box loudly enough that we could all hear it rattling over the sound of the television. Her shriek jerked me up off of the couch; when Mom got herself worked up she could hit notes that Mariah Carey couldn’t touch if you dropped a brick on her foot. She thrust the box under my nose and nailed me with a glare that would have made me wilt a few years earlier.

“Just what are you doing with these, young lady?”

For a split second I considered telling her exactly what I did with them in extreme, excruciating detail, but then some small part of my brain that was still rational woke up, realized this would be an incredibly bad idea, and decided to take charge before I could start World War III in the den.

“Mom! What the hell are you doing snooping in my room?”

My voice is lower so I can’t normally reach those high notes that make the dogs howl like Mom, but this time I was so mad I gave her a run for her money. From the corner of my eye I saw my dad and younger brother bolt from the room before they started bleeding from the ears. The magnitude of it hit me then—they had both just seen Mom waving around a box of condoms that came from my room. Mortified didn’t begin to cover my state of mind just then. How could I ever look either of them in the eye again after this, when every time they’d be thinking about those condoms and what I was doing with them? And Mom would never let it drop.

I leaped over the back of the couch and snatched the box away from her.

“You had no right to go digging through my stuff! There’s this thing called privacy, Mom. Google it sometime.”

“I was not digging through your stuff,” she sniffed. “I was just putting away the clothes you had left in the dryer when I found those.”

That was a lie and we both knew it. The shoebox where I kept those condoms hidden was on the top shelf of my closet and had other stuff piled on top of it. There was no way she had simply stumbled across them by accident.

“You’re a snoop and a liar!”

“Melanie!” she gasped, drawing back as though I had slapped her. “You take that back this instant.”

“I will not. It’s true and you know it. I’m twenty years old and I’m not a child anymore. You had no right to go digging through my things.”

“As long as you’re living under this roof I have the right to do whatever—”

“Then maybe it’s time I wasn’t living under this roof.”

I stormed off to my room, slamming the door hard enough behind me to rattle the windows in their frames. Once I was alone the tears came, hot blobs of rage and shame which slid down my cheeks to gleam there like little badges of futility.

It was all well and good to threaten to leave, but I simply couldn’t afford it on my own. I had a summer job waiting tables at a café, but while the tips were okay they weren’t anywhere close to good enough to let me move out on my own, and I couldn’t think of anyone who needed a roommate. Like an idiot I had remained behind while everyone else had headed off for bigger and better things. I should have known better than to let Mom convince me to stay at home for another year or two and go to the community college to save money. Now it was mid-summer and my options were severely limited.

I did have one option that I doubted Mom would count on, though. I picked up my cell phone and punched in a number that I hadn’t called in far too long. It rang once then picked up.

“Jacob?”

An amused drawl answered from the other end. “So, your mom found your condoms, huh?”

I stuttered and stammered incoherently for a few seconds before I could string an intelligible sentence together. “How did you know?”

“Lee.”

My little brother had probably called the instant he fled from the den and was no doubt gleefully spreading the word even now to anyone else he could think of. For about the millionth time in his life I considered strangling the little wretch.

“So, did she flip out because the box was almost empty or what?”

I felt my face go crimson and was glad he wasn’t there to see. “For your information the box was still sealed.”

“Really? Interesting. I’ll never forget the day my mom found my porn stash when I was fourteen. You would have thought I was sacrificing babies in the basement or something from the way she carried on.” Jacob chuckled at the memory. “So now what?”

“I’ve got to get out of here. I can’t stay here like this. Not now.”

“Took you long enough. Well, come on then.”

Jacob and his best friend Keith had had appointed themselves my guardian angels when I was in middle school. When we moved into the neighborhood a couple of other kids my age had taken it upon themselves to make my life as miserable as possible by teasing and bullying me every time I left the house. Jacob and Keith lived up the street, and one day they found me sobbing my eyes out where I had fled behind Keith’s house to escape my tormentors. After they calmed me down and found out what was going on they went looking for the bullies. While they never told me exactly what happened when they found them, my boys were both older, bigger, and sufficiently intimidating that the bullies never bothered me again. Better still, my newfound protectors adopted me as their mascot.

I spent countless hours at both of their houses, at Jacob’s pool or handing them wrenches and ratchets while they worked in greasy coveralls under their cars and offering them advice—usually unsolicited—about their relationships and the girls in their lives. There were always girls; both guys were athletic and good-looking and they never failed to have a flock of eager young women waiting in the wings to try their luck. Jacob tended to pick and choose and dated a bit more seriously, while Keith seemed determined to take every girl in town for a test drive before he graduated.

That didn’t bother me—although I loved them both, it wasn’t in that way. They were my knights in shining armor, both of them bigger than life and enough older than me that I never quite crushed on either of them. Jacob and I talked each other through our nasty breakups and both of us teased Keith about being such a man-whore, even though secretly we found the whole thing hilarious.

It nearly killed me when they graduated and moved away to go to Caltech. I still talked to them every chance I got, but with our different schedules and different time zones it was tough to really stay in touch. Knowing my mother as well as they did they had offered me a place to stay when I graduated, but that had been a while ago and I wasn’t sure if the offer was still good.

“Seriously?”

“Sure, babe. Mi casa es su casa. Keith and I have been hoping you’d come to your senses and get out of there before you went postal. And the farther away from your mom you get the better. You two are like gasoline and matches.”

“Thanks, Jacob. You’re a life saver.”

“Just do it now, Melanie, before you change your mind. Get out now and don’t give her time to work on you or she’ll guilt you into staying again.”

“All right. Consider me packing. I’ll be on my way tomorrow.” I thanked god the college hadn’t offered any classes I needed that summer session so I wasn’t forced to drop. I would have done it, though. I was beyond fed up.

“Good girl. Drive safely.”

Fortunately I didn’t actually own a whole lot of anything, and most of that I was able to cram in the back of my battered but trusty Neon. I piled the stuff that wouldn’t fit on the floor by my bed. I would either have to ship it or leave it behind, and I resolved to cut the list of things I was taking with me to the bone. It was time for a clean break, time to start fresh the way that I should have as soon as I stepped off the stage after graduation.

Later when I came back from the garage with a couple of boxes I found Mom standing in my room with a perplexed frown.

“What are you doing?”

“Packing.”

“And where do you think you’re going?”

“I’m moving in with Jacob and Keith. They said I could stay with them for a while.”

“In California?” It came out in the same horrified shriek she used that time she put her foot in her shoe and found the dismembered mouse our cat had tucked in there as a present. “But what about college?”

“I’m pretty sure they have colleges in California, Mom.”

She tried to work me. She tried guilt, and playing on my fears, and all of her usual little tricks, but this time none of it did her any good. The next morning I quit my job, shipped off the stuff I had boxed up, and pointed my intrepid little Neon west.

I never forgot those next three days. For the first time in my life I felt free—I was on my own and I was out of our little town and best of all I was out from under Mom’s thumb. It was exhilarating. By the time I got to Jacob and Keith’s house in San Clemente I felt like a new woman.

They met me as I pulled up in their driveway and I immediately saw that their years in California had been very good to them. They had filled out and buffed up since their move to the coast, and both possessed the bronze tans and sun-streaked hair of habitual beachgoers so that in their t-shirts, shorts, and flip-flops they could have been cover models for a surfing magazine. As first one and then the other swept me into a bear hug I almost went into shock over just how smoking hot my old friends had become.

Don’t get me wrong—I had always known that my boys were magnificent specimens of the opposite sex. After all the hours I had spent hanging out with them at Jacob’s pool there was no way I could have avoided knowing, and that had been amply reinforced by the way that every girl they met panted after them. But even though I knew it in my head my body had never reacted to them physically before, had never woken up with this heightened awareness of their every move and glance, the electric jolt that set every nerve jangling on edge. Fighting off a rush of panic, I chalked it up to having been separated from them for so long and told myself the attraction would die down in a couple of days. Three, tops.

Jacob towered almost a foot over me as he folded me against his broad chest, his face all rough-cut planes and sharp angles that came together in the kind of brusque handsomeness usually reserved for cowboy epics. Keith was a little shorter and slimmer and might have been called a pretty boy if not for the sharp gleam in his eyes and the determined set of his mouth. But both of them had deep green eyes full of catlike wicked humor and cunning that held onto me as though I was something they owned. And maybe they did in a way.

Until I saw them in person I hadn’t realized how very much I still missed them—hadn’t let myself realize it because it would have made my life back home that much more miserable. Standing there with them now I felt my world right itself and level out for the first time in years. I had been crazy not to come sooner.

As Jacob released me he held a hand out to his roommate. “Pay up.”

Keith fished out his wallet and slapped a twenty dollar bill into Jacob’s palm.

“What was that for?”

“Keith bet me that your mom would guilt you into heading back before you got halfway here. I figured you had finally gotten fed up enough to make it all the way.”

I hugged him again and stuck out my tongue at Keith, who shrugged.

“Your mom’s done it before,” he grumbled. “It’s what she lives for.”

Their house was a three story relic from the sixties built into the slope of a hill with a garage on the ground floor and balconies on the second and third floors that looked out towards the ocean. Not that you could actually see the ocean; too many tall buildings had sprung up over the decades to block off any view the place had once had. Still, it was only half a mile to the beach and I wasn’t about to complain. It only took them a few minutes to unload my car and carry my belongings up to the room they had set up for me on the second floor. When I walked through the door I stopped short, stunned by what they had done.

“Do you like it?” Keith asked. “Between the two of us I think we remembered most of it. We didn’t want you getting too homesick.”

As closely as possible, they had recreated my room back home—paint, carpet, curtains, bedspread, furniture. Somehow they had even found a duplicate of my silver floor lamp with its ruffled pink and white Hello Kitty lampshade. I hadn’t wanted to admit it even to myself, but I had been worried that they had only asked me to come out of pity and a sense of obligation to the friendship we had once had, and that they didn’t really want me there messing up their lives. This went a long way towards soothing my fears, and the fact that they still cared enough after all this time to make that much effort had me sniffling.

 “It’s great,” I told them, my voice husky. “Thank you.”

“Oh, no,” Jacob said, backing towards the door. “No crying. It’s against the house rules. So get yourself settled, and we’ll take you out and show you around.”

Keith gave me a grin and a wink and they vanished to let me sort myself out. Crying females had always been on the short list of things these strong and oh-so-capable bad boys just couldn’t cope with.

Through the open window rows of palm trees and old but comfortable-looking homes like this one stretched into the distance, and I could hear children laughing and shouting not far off. A light breeze which smelled faintly of the ocean riffled the curtains, and without realizing it I began to loosen up and unwind despite the excitement I felt over the drastic change in my life and at seeing Jacob and Keith again. Everything was going to work out.

That night they took me out to dinner and fed me fresh sushi and we stayed up talking until well after midnight. Despite almost five years apart we slid right back into our comfortable old groove together, and the next morning I pulled a t-shirt over a bright turquoise bikini I had picked out because it really set off my eyes and we hit the beach.

The number of staggeringly beautiful women in tiny bikinis we passed on the short walk down to the beach was sobering, and by the time we stepped onto the sand my ego had been thoroughly humbled. Maybe it was the small town girl inside me, but I wouldn’t have dreamed in a million years of wearing the outfits some of these women were parading about in. They probably would have looked less naked wearing nothing at all.

I spent the entire walk expecting Jacob and Keith to comment on each passing beauty the way they had back in the old days, but to my surprise neither of them even seemed to notice the spectacular girls around us. After a while I guessed that if they were surrounded by women who looked like that every day they had probably gotten used to it, and it would take someone truly breathtaking to get their attention at all now. For some reason that thought made my chest tighten up a little.

An enormous wooden pier jutting out over a thousand feet into the water split the main beach into north and south sections. I had never seen anything like it before, had never imagined anyone would build such a thing. The little girl in me wanted to scamper out to the end and stand at the very edge with the salt air whipping against my face, but Keith grabbed my hand and tugged me back.

“Later,” he said. “We’ll go there for lunch and you can play tourist to your heart’s content.”

I let them lead me out onto the already crowded sand and noticed quickly that the crowd on the southern side of the beach was mostly made up of families, while the northern side was thronged with surfers and small knots of younger people like us. Jacob planted our cooler in the sand near a volleyball net and we unloaded our towels alongside it. Then the guys peeled off their shirts and suddenly I felt as though I was on a Colorado mountain top instead of at sea level. I don’t know where all the oxygen disappeared to, but I couldn’t seem to get any.

“What are you doing?” Keith asked as I scanned the ground around us frantically.

“Looking for a club to beat off the girls when they mob us.”

Jacob and Keith traded sardonic looks.

“You’re not in Kansas anymore, Toto,” Jacob told me. “Take a look around; it’s not like we’re the only guys out here.”

I didn’t need to look around—the two of them had me hyperventilating all by themselves. Between them they seemed to have acres of golden, sun-drenched skin stretched over lean muscle that rippled with every movement, every breath. I felt an almost irresistible compulsion to run my hands over their bodies, to feel that warm, satiny hardness under my fingertips. Even worse, I wanted to brush my lips against them, to taste them with my tongue while I kissed every last inch of those firm, bronzed bodies.

Continue reading Double or Nothing…
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Punishing Shelbie

Preacher's daughter Shelbie has been teasing her best friend's dad for months. She knows it's sinful, but he's so sexy she just can't help herself. The hunger burning in his eyes is like a drug and the more she gets, the more she craves.

\But Derek Vance can only take so much, and when she finally pushes him too far he turns the tables on her. Now he's determined to punish her taunting by giving her exactly what she's been asking for.

Spring Break with My Dad’s Best Friend

Jude is my dad's best friend and twice my age, and he had been the prime star of most of my adolescent fantasies.

Just when I thought my spring break was going to fizzle out, I ran into him at the hotel. And I mean literally ran smack into him as I was coming out of the elevator. His body fit mine like he was made for me, and being in his arms felt like Heaven. Now I can't get him out of my head. Even when I'm out partying with my friends, he's all I can think about. I just know he's the guy I've been waiting for, the one I want to be my first. Of course the whole idea is crazy. Jude would never in a million years go for me.

But what if he did?

Built for Sin

Callie has the face of an angel and a body built for sin, and I can't stop thinking about all the filthy things I'd like to do to her. There are just two problems with that. She's half my age, and her mother hates my guts and has already destroyed my life once. If I so much as touch her innocent little girl, she'll ruin me all over again.

But every time I look at Callie I can't help feeling that she would be worth it.

Obsessed

I’d never imagined that someone just looking at me could set me on fire.

Why couldn’t Patrick look at me that way? But this was his father, and the feelings surging through my body were wrong on so many levels that I didn’t even know where to start listing them. This couldn’t be happening. What the hell had I done? I’d kissed my boyfriend’s father. He’d kissed me.

And sweet God, how I wanted him to do it again.

I should have felt guilty for kissing her, but I didn’t. From the very first moment I set eyes on Sylvie, I wanted her. I didn’t give a fuck that she was half my age, or my son’s girlfriend. I didn’t care about anything, except somehow taking her away from him and claiming her for my own.

I intended to make her mine—completely mine—and know that no other man but me was ever going to touch her again.
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About the Author

I’ve been publishing erotica and erotic romance since 2011, after my initial foray into science fiction was an abysmal failure. Fortunately I discovered that I really enjoy writing romance, and I’ve been lucky enough to find an audience that appreciates my romantic erotica/erotic romance. In 2015 I began publishing two major serialized works—the companion series My Wildest Fantasy and Obsessed. Now that these are finished, I’m about to start a student/teacher erotic romance titled Relentless.

I’ve also begun publishing romance under the pen name Olivia Blake. My first novel, With One Word, was released in November 2015. After completing my eight-part billionaire romance series, Winter’s Heat, I’ve moved on to a contemporary Gothic romance called Dark Bargains. The story is about the son of a casino magnate who falls in love with his brother’s mistress. It has a mansion on a lake, a dead wife, a ghost, and of course lots of secrets.

Check out my blog for the latest and greatest at http://kelli-wolfe.com. If you’d like to be notified when new releases come out or when I’m running sales, sign up for my newsletter.

Thanks to all of my readers who make doing this possible, and especially everyone leaving reviews—they really help. XOXOXO

Kelli
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