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HOW TO SAY GOODBYE


Amy has a secret: no one’s ever held her hand. She doesn’t even know how to hug. Everyone thinks she’s smart, but straight A’s are way easier than making friends. Then she meets Dane, a golden-haired surfer whose easy charm and hot touch teach her what she longs to know.

Dane lives for the salty breeze and a sweet wave, because that’s all he has. He’s been on the streets since he was fourteen. A drifter. Homeless. Then he meets Amy. Smart and accomplished, she’s everything he’s not. He wants to be the sort of man who deserves her.

Except that means facing down his past—and that past might very well swallow them both.
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Chapter One
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Gravity: the force of attraction between two bodies

Amy’s eyes watered from staring at the screen so long. Her neck ached. Quietness steeped the air around her, holding her bones in its tepid embrace. But the rudimentary mathematical model did exactly what Amy had told it to do, and that was good enough. What else was there?

Her freshly assigned mentor rounded the corner. Jared’s blue-and-white Snoopy tie had loosened since the morning. His shirtsleeves were rolled up, a reminder of just how long it had been since he’d handed her the new-hire paperwork at seven a.m.

He smiled, beaming in a way she didn’t quite trust. “Amanda, how was your first day?”

Amy tried to smile even though she could never match his wattage. “It’s…uh…it’s Amy. It was good, though. Thank you.”

“Well, let me know if you have any questions along the way. I know it can be daunting.” He winked. “We like to throw our interns into the deep end, but I’ve got the life raft.”

Amy’s gaze slid back to the computer screen. “That would be really helpful. Actually…maybe tomorrow we can go over the first assignment and see if I did it right.”

His smile slipped. “The model? You’re done with it?”

He made it sound impossible, his doubt triggering hers. What if she’d gotten it wrong? After all, there was a lot she didn’t know. How to talk to Jared, for one thing. How to talk to any of her new colleagues during the awkward introduction lunch. How to make any friends at all.

But she knew mathematical models. “I think so.”

Jared circled her desk. She stood and scooted out of the way well before he grasped the mouse and scrolled down. He studied the screen with a frown. “This looks right.”

“Oh, well—” She shrugged. Because it is.

He sat down on her chair and continued to read. “You did all this today?”

When else would she have done it? “Yes?”

He shook his head, his expression more annoyed than pleased. Her stomach sank. Twelve hours. How had she managed to screw things up in that much time? It was inevitable, though. Numbers were straightforward, reliable. She could figure out numbers. People, not so much.

Just as quickly his expression changed. He smiled so broadly her cheeks hurt in sympathy. “You’re a quick study, Anna.”

“Amy,” she whispered.

He stood, and she stepped back.

“Glad to have you on board. If only for the summer.” He reached to shake her hand.

She stared at his palm for a moment, forcing down the wariness that rose like bile. Stop being a freak. Why did she always jerk away when someone tried to touch her? Nothing bad had happened to her. Nothing had happened at all.

She’d never been hugged.

She’d never held hands.

She’d never been touched in any way that mattered. What would it be like?

Sometimes the sensation of comfort and warmth would tug at her like an old memory. But when she tried to follow the trail, all she could remember was the impersonal touch of the school nurse or the brush of strangers squeezing through doorways.

With a veiled judgment in his eyes, Jared withdrew his hand. “Well.”

I’m sorry, she wanted to say. I wish I could be normal.

The absence of human contact hollowed her out inside—and kept on going, carving her from within until her skin felt thin and brittle and so transparent that everyone looked right through her.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said, a pale peace offering.

His smile looked forced. “I guess so.”

She stared at him as he left. I guess so? As if he doubted she’d even come back tomorrow. Or maybe he just didn’t want her to. She sank into her chair, head in hands. God. Could she have been any more awkward? It was like her superpower, lack of eye contact and monosyllabic answers her shields.

If only there were a kind of kryptonite, something that could pierce her armor, a pull of comfort or friendship she couldn’t resist. But that was the stuff of make-believe. This empty office, muggy and warm now that the AC had switched off, was reality.

Last one to leave.

She shut off the office lights, making plans for a night alone. A million tiny decisions like nicks in her skin, her tiredness a saltwater sting.

Unpack the rest of the stuff from her suitcase.

Read the next chapter in her conversion systems textbook.

Call her mother tonight, right on schedule.

The bus pulled to the corner with a screech and a hiss. A puddle swallowed her foot as she stepped off the curb, and she gasped as leftover rainwater flooded her shoe. She shook her leg—useless—and climbed the steps. Patched-up roads bounced the bus along until it reached her block. Amy tugged the wire overhead.

The bus pulled to a screeching stop, and something, something caught her attention through the grimy window. A peeling fast-food advertisement blocked her view. What was it, pointing upward, out of place? She stepped down, ignoring the cold ache in her foot—and yes, right there.

Tiny castle towers peeked over the sidewalk.

The elaborate sand castle drew her closer, with its spiraling balcony and turrets complete with trash-paper flags. It sat just beyond the ocean wall that divided the street from the hilly beach.

Such an artificial construct, that crumbling wall. No five feet of concrete could really keep out the ocean. Sand and moisture saturated every square foot of Cape Canaveral. Glittering water sprawled beyond the sidewalk, as if Amy were the one trapped inside. She wanted to get closer, but that wasn’t the plan. The plan was dinner from the deli and a chapter from her textbook.

Then the phone call to her mother.

Even though they were far from the touristy area, heads bobbed in the water, almost as if there were no bodies attached. Half a mile down, a woman threw a Frisbee for her dog. A wavy line of hoof marks streaked across the beach from earlier horseback riders. Blackened remnants of a campfire peeked from beneath a pile of sand.

Yesterday Amy had watched all this from the seclusion of her apartment—but not today. The sand castle drew her across the street with its intricate masonry and smooth-packed walls. Tall brown-green grass fluttered in the faint wind, framing the castle in hazy motion, a living dream.

Above the castle a dirty-blond head of hair bent in focus. She walked closer, eyes straining. Not a boy. He was the same age as her, at least. Maybe older. Maybe twenty. A man. Her heartbeat quickened. She’d assumed he would be younger, because who else had time to waste?

Except he didn’t look like someone wasting time, with his brow slightly furrowed in concentration, a sense of deliberate patience rolling off him in waves. His blunt fingers carefully smoothed the drawbridge. Something about him, how focused he was, how present, felt like an answer to a question she couldn’t define.

One thing she did know: This wasn’t for her. He wasn’t for her.

But Amy kept walking until she was standing in the sand, out of place in her black patent pumps and pencil skirt, a sharp contrast to his faded blue board shorts and bare back. The decision was made by the thrum of her pulse and the quiver of her breath. Her brain had nothing to do with it, and for a blissful second she preferred it this way.

“Like what you see?” he asked without turning.

The question startled her because she hadn’t known he noticed her. She hadn’t been sure she wanted him to notice her until a rush of pleasure washed over her. He looked up, and she felt the sea blue of his eyes in her core. More of a presence than a color, more of a promise than she had any right to expect.

“Pretty,” she murmured.

“Want to help?”

He reached across the moat, drawing light to the thin layer of sand across his shoulders. It coated him, sugar crystals over candy. What would he feel like beneath her palms? She had no frame of reference, adrift without a compass. And she would never find out. Two feet away and all she could do was look and wonder.

She swallowed, unable to turn away. “I’d just ruin it. I’m clumsy.”

Why had she said that? She wasn’t clumsy; she was careful. Painfully careful. She could build a square house, a load-bearing structure of exacting specifications, but not this, this intricate thing that would be washed away by morning.

He brushed away excess sand from a battlement. “You from around here?”

“No.” She paused. Did he actually expect an answer, or was he just being polite? She could never tell. “I’m doing a summer internship.”

“Where do you go? For school.”

“Cornell.”

“That’s fancy, right?”

“A little.”

Yeah, it was pretty fancy. Expensive too, if she didn’t have the scholarship. When she’d gotten it, her mother called everyone in their extended family and clergy to spread the news. That was how Amy knew she was happy.

He smiled with the barest hint of irony. “Guess you have better things to do than build a sand castle.”

She hated how his words echoed her thoughts, how they put him down. Didn’t he know how much she would give to be like him? Relaxed. Confident. God, she didn’t want to be afraid anymore.

“I’ve got time.”

He pointed behind the castle. “There’s an enchanted forest right there.”

She knelt down. “Here?”

“No, over. A few inches to the left. Don’t you see it?”

He was…teasing her. It took her a second to understand just because it had never happened before. Not that she could remember.

She looked down to hide her smile. “I think I’ve got it now.”

He grinned. “Then get building, Cornell.”

Her first attempt was more like a molehill with a pointed top. By her second she’d learned to pack the sand more tightly, earning a brief nod from him. After that she worked steadily, forming the little conical pine trees in varying sizes. A vision sketched in her mind, of lush trees and woodland creatures, of fancy and imagination.

Kneeling in her oh-so-practical shoes was impossible, so she took them off. Her skirt hiked up her thighs as she scooted around the forest. Sand squeezed between the mesh of her stockings.

She hoped it would never come out.

When he finished carving arched windows, he stood back and dusted the sand from his palms. She trailed a finger down the last tree—this was how he’d feel, gritty and soft—before standing up to join him.

He was tall. His height shouldn’t have been a surprise; she was often the shortest one in the room. But she’d been equal to him on the ground, both of them dirty and eager in the sand. Now he was the tall, handsome stranger, and she the shy girl who hardly spoke.

She’d aced fluid mechanics, for God’s sake, so why should this matter? It didn’t, it didn’t. But her heart double-timed when she asked, “What do you think of the forest?”

With mock solemnity he studied the trees. They lined up neatly in rows like a Christmas tree farm she’d passed once in rural New York.

“It’s pretty,” he said, repeating her words. Then he smiled, almost shy. “Very pretty. Do you want to grab some dinner?”

Her breath caught. Had he just asked her out? It had sounded like that. Exactly like that. Her heart beat a rapid pace.

Daylight traced tiny lines radiating from his eyes, from the corners of his mouth. A smattering of blond hair covered the tanned skin of his chest, highlighting lean muscles beneath. Even the tips of his eyelashes were bleached, every part of him touched by the sun. A golden boy, a rippling-surface stereotype, while hidden depths lurked beneath. What would it take to dive under? In that moment she wanted to find out. Right then she wanted to drown.

But she’d had a lifetime of treading water, of survival. Only one answer made sense.

“I’m sorry.” Her voice sounded hoarse with disuse, as if she hadn’t spoken in years instead of seconds. “I’m not going to be here long. In Florida.”

She kicked herself. He hadn’t asked her to marry him, for God’s sake. He’d only wanted a date, and she should be able to do that. If she were more normal, she could have.

Fleeting emotions flickered across his face. Disappointment first, followed by others she couldn’t understand. But resignation—that one she recognized like an old friend.

“All right. Take care then.” His voice rang with finality. They would part now. She wouldn’t see him again, because she didn’t know how to be close to another human being. No textbook had ever taught her. No monthly phone call had told her how to feel.

Her face heated.

“You too,” she murmured. “I’ll see you around.”

But even that presumed too much. A slight shake of his head said no, she wouldn’t. His lips curved in a cold shadow of his former smile.

“Bye, Cornell.” He crossed the beach, heading for the water.

He walked right past the frothy edge and dived underneath, leaving only ripples in his wake. His head came up once for air, and again, and again, growing smaller, farther away.

She waited for hours. Or seconds, really. She stood with sand caked to her hands and her knees, feeling abraded and raw. Every other time in her life, she’d pretended not to want this. Friends and laughter. Easy camaraderie. Touch. Standing on the cooling sand, her stomach grumbling with hunger, she could no longer pretend.

She ordered a Greek wrap in the deli and read the next chapter in her conversion systems textbook. It was that appointed day, the scheduled day of the month. Plans were her only companion. The only things she could count on.

But her palms felt itchy, as if the sand and regret might never wash away.

For the first time that she could remember, she didn’t call her mother when she was supposed to. The next day she returned to the beach, but the sand castle was long gone, and so was he.


Chapter Two
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Revolution: the motion of one body around another

Amy sat on the park bench and stared at the ringing cell phone beside her. The international number on her screen was different each time due to the calling cards. Her only form of family. She used to look forward to these calls. When had that changed? A month ago, a year ago?

How long ago had she learned to shut off what she wanted in favor of what her mother did?

Forever.

She wasn’t shut off anymore. A soft, steaming packet of tacos in her lap tempted her to let it go to voice mail. Selfish thoughts.

Habit or something more desperate had her hitting the Call button to accept. “Hello.”

“Amy? Is that you?” Her mother’s voice was thin over the line. “Why didn’t you call? You were supposed to call.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Why didn’t you?”

Of course the question wasn’t hypothetical. Her mother expected an answer, and Amy didn’t have one. I met a guy would be a joke in her mother’s world. Except her mother never joked. “I don’t know. I’m sorry.”

Her mother sighed. “I’ve been thinking about your problem.”

“I don’t have a problem.” Well, okay, she had several problems, but none her mother could solve.

Her mother didn’t even know her.

Amy’s parents had moved from Japan shortly before she was born so that she’d have all the benefits of US citizenship. On that front they had succeeded. In every other way, though, the move had been a tragedy. Her father was shot and killed as part of a random gang initiation. A month after Amy started kindergarten, her mother returned to Japan.

She didn’t take her only child with her.

The voice was tinny through the tiny speaker. “There is a family friend. Her son works for a venture company in California.”

“I’m not moving to California.”

“She said they put money in these companies all the time just because the CEO is smart and—”

“I don’t want to be a CEO,” she said. Though she’d just figured that out. It was true.

Her mother’s disapproval rang over the airwaves. Amy pressed her lips together, regretting she’d said anything—and not regretting it. She should have said this a long time ago. She didn’t want to move to Silicon Valley and commute for an hour and find new ways to sell ads. Venture capitalists and Web 2.0 CEOs came to her college to tell them what was new and revolutionary—but it all boiled down to ad money in the end.

“Then what do you want?” Her mother’s voice broke on the question, a product of poor connection through the calling card company’s lines. It wasn’t a question, anyway. It was a challenge.

Whatever Amy said would be wrong.

She wanted to work in a research capacity, free to explore ideas instead of counting page views. She wanted to work here. Her mother would never be okay with that, and anyway, Amy might not even get an offer.

“I still have a year to decide.”

“There’s nothing to decide. You’ll get a job with one of the top companies. In California. In Seattle.”

Her mother’s confidence should have been a comfort, but instead a persistent old panic gripped her. Of course you’ll win the regional academic decathlon tournament. Of course you’ll graduate valedictorian. Of course you’ll be accepted at Cornell.

All of it had come true, so maybe her mom was some sort of prophet. Or maybe Amy was the cult follower who did everything she was told. Her stomach sank.

You’ll get a job with one of the top companies. Was that a prediction or a command?

“I read an article,” her mother was saying. “Best companies to work for. This one has extended maternity leave and a day care right there, in the buildings.”

Ugh. She hadn’t even graduated, hadn’t even dated, and her mother was already planning for babies. Closing her eyes, she tuned out the sound of her mother’s endless planning and directing. It was a survival mechanism—listening to the dictates as if they were background noise, as if they couldn’t touch her.

Her fate decided, Amy’s future employment quickly lost steam as a topic of discussion. Her mother was telling her about some problem with the family’s house now, and the carpenter who hadn’t shown up to redo the stairs in a house Amy had never seen.

Amy’s stomach rumbled. She peeled back the foil wrapping on her tacos, releasing savory steam that made her mouth water. Beef laced with black pepper and some other spice her palate wasn’t sophisticated enough to identify but could still enjoy.

She picked out a piece of charred beef and stuck it in her mouth. Then a charred cube of tomato. So good. And her mom was still talking. Scooping out a taco from the little foil sack, she raised it to her lips—and winced as hot grease spilled onto her beige suit skirt and scalded her leg.

Ouch. She grabbed the napkin that came with her meal and dabbed at the dark brown stain.

A flash of movement caught her eye. About fifteen feet away, on a matching park bench, sat the guy from the beach the other day. Her breath stuttered, body frozen. Excitement hummed through her. It wasn’t a coincidence she’d chosen this park to eat lunch, just a short walk from the beach.

She’d found him.

Even though he’d already said he wasn’t interested. He was hardly going to like her more now, with a taco stain on her skirt. She’d been fooling herself by even coming here, hoping to see him and wishing he’d see her.

Palm trees swayed in the gentle breeze, each dancing to its own tune. The sun wrapped around the park, so bright it left no shadows on the grass and concrete. Nowhere to hide. He didn’t notice her, though. He didn’t seem to notice anything, engrossed in a thick paperback book. A white library sticker peeked from beneath his thumb on the cover.

His waffle-weave Henley and padded blue vest looked like they came from some store too dark and with music too loud for Amy to shop there. A hint of a beard shadowed his jaw. His faded jeans framed his thighs, well-worn instead of artificially colored. Nothing about him seemed artificial, and maybe that was what drew her. He knew how to relax, how to be present. So different from the closed-door world she came from.

He moved to flip the page—and paused, his hand in the air, the page halfway turned. He might have seen her out of the corner of his eye. It seemed like he almost shifted in her direction, infinitesimally. She measured his interest in millimeters and heartbeats. But then he returned to his book. He resettled on the bench, facing away.

Was he getting comfortable? Or actively avoiding her?

Her mother finished talking, and Amy mumbled a hasty goodbye. With furtive movements she wrapped the bundle of soggy food and threw it away.

She wished she could throw her phone away too.

They were a crutch, these calls. A rabbit-foot talisman, more compulsion than choice. Maybe that was all she meant to her mother as well. A habit she couldn’t quite shake. As for the guy from the beach, maybe he didn’t see her.

Or maybe he just pretended not to.
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The evening sky was deceptively bright when she got home from work. A blazing orange sunset called to her like a siren’s song, tugging her down the sidewalk to the beach. She didn’t want to hide in one of the dimly lit restaurants any more than she wanted to curl up on her couch. A new feeling, like freedom, unfurled in her chest. The ocean wall looked perfect for walking along, and she ducked inside the convenience store for a drink to take with her.

Another person was already standing at the little prepared-food section. The guy was stockier than the sand-castle guy and wearing an army-green jacket with frayed hems.

Amy grabbed an empty plastic cup and filled it with ice.

“Haven’t seen you around,” the guy said when the ice machine quieted down.

She glanced over in surprise. First the guy on the beach, now him. Had she suddenly become social? Her twisted tongue proved otherwise. “I just moved in.”

“Ah, so you live close by?”

A faint warning lit up in the back of her mind. She had never given much thought to safety—never had to in the suburban neighborhood her uncle lived in—but she thought of it now. This guy was cute and young, like a rough-around-the-edges teenager who would skateboard around her uncle’s neighborhood. Only he had a darker undercurrent, one she couldn’t see but feel.

Ignoring his question, she asked, “Are the sandwiches any good?”

He looked at the pair of plastic-wrapped sandwiches he held. “They’re okay. For the price.” He winked and slipped them into the oversize pockets of his jacket.

Her eyebrows rose. He was stealing them. More surprising, he hadn’t even tried to hide it from her. Either he was overly trusting or scary enough to handle it if she decided to tell on him.

Was she going to tell on him? Even she didn’t know the answer.

“Do you do that often?” she blurted out.

His gaze flicked over her, a hard glint in his eye. “Beats the alternative.”

For a second she thought he meant paying…but he didn’t. He meant going hungry. If thinking of her safety was foreign to her, the thought of starving was completely alien. She somehow knew he would hate getting sympathy, so she nodded as if it was all completely normal for her.

An older man in a rumpled button-down came from the back of the store, carrying a large case of sodas. His eyes narrowed when he saw them. “I told you not to come back here.”

The guy next to her put up his hands—empty. “Hey, man, I don’t want any trouble.”

He started to back out, but the store clerk set down his boxes with unnerving speed. The clerk was halfway across the store, ready to—what? Physically restrain the kid? Do violence? Before she could figure it out, she’d stepped in his path to block him.

The clerk’s hands came up as if it shove her out of the way, but he yanked himself back. “What?” he snarled.

She feigned innocence. “I was wondering if you had any Cheetos?”

He narrowed his eyes. “Right in front.”

“Oh. Thanks.”

She glanced behind her. The guy and his sandwiches were nowhere to be seen. Relief trickled through her, though she didn’t know why. He had proven himself a thief, and he made her uncomfortable besides. But he’d been honest with her, at least—that had to count for something. And he was hungry. That counted for something too.

The store clerk grumbled about freeloaders and calling the cops as she collected her drink and chips. After paying for her purchases, she dropped a ten-dollar bill into the jar collecting money for kids in Africa, as if that could balance out the food the guy had taken. Or maybe just ease the ache that had started in her chest when he’d told her he didn’t always get to eat.


Chapter Three
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Light-year: a long distance to go

Amy had wondered what it felt like to be in stasis ever since attending a guest lecture by a prominent human environment specialist. The grim practicalities of space survival contrasted sharply with the theoretical bubble of university studies. But even the most sophisticated propulsion system would take a long time to travel outside the galaxy. The sleep pods from Planet of the Apes weren’t that unrealistic.

If stasis put you to sleep, it would feel like nothing. But if you retained consciousness, either by accident or by design, it might feel like this. Like her life. Trapped. Anxious. And pretty boring, actually.

“Hey.”

She tilted sideways until she could see around her monitors. Her black swivel chair squeaked gently when she moved.

Kelly sat across the aisle. “Did you get my invite?”

Amy clicked open the email program and checked her work calendar. No new meeting requests. “Sometimes it takes a minute to show up.”

“I sent it to your phone.”

She pulled out her phone, and sure enough, there was a new text message. Come to the fiesta! it said, along with an address and a date and time. A spark of surprise ran through her. This would be her first non-work event since coming to the island, and her first real opportunity to fit in.

“Can you come?”

She didn’t have to check her calendar to know she was free. “Sure. I’d love to.”

“Great!”

She and Kelly had chatted about nothing every day. It warmed her that Kelly was excited to have her come.

“Should I bring anything?” What was the right thing to bring to a Spanish-themed party? Tequila? A piñata?

And why didn’t she know the answer? She really needed to get out more.

“No, I’ll have everything we need to cook a fabulous meal. Premium ingredients, the ultimate in culinary equipment. The only thing I don’t have is a credit card machine, so you probably want to bring a checkbook. There’s a garlic press that is to die for.”

Oh, it was that kind of party, the kind with sales pitches and ordering forms. The kind where Amy’s value was her money, not her friendship—but she was used to that.

Lee’s arrival saved her from responding. The older man had worked at the research group since…forever. His grizzled beard and blatant cynicism both attested to that.

“You working on something?” he asked.

Her gaze flicked to the script file open on her computer. Simple, easy work. Almost mindless. “Yes.”

He grunted. “Department meeting’s at one. Don’t be late.”

She nodded, but he’d already turned away.

What was she doing here? The cushion in her chair had petrified into something more like concrete. The ergonomic keyboard she’d inherited from the last occupant hurt her wrists. This job was supposed to be her ticket out of her mother’s life plan. But Amy couldn’t get it right. It didn’t seem to matter that her work was fast and accurate. Jared wanted her to fit in.

Amy couldn’t even fit into the desk, much less the team.

Her stomach turned over, threatening revolt even though it was empty. Murmuring something to Kelly about running an errand, she bolted out of the building. She shoved her hands in her pockets and turned past the bus stop. And kept walking…until she reached the park. Morning hadn’t quite waned, and a few joggers were taking advantage of the coolness. The benches were empty, including his.

No, it wasn’t his bench.

Just an ordinary bench in the park a few minutes from her apartment. And there was no reason not to sit there. She bought a pretzel from the street vendor and grabbed a couple packs of mustard. The pretzel was for the pigeons. The mustard was for her.

One of the gray birds hopped up to her expectantly. Usually the birds traveled in packs, flocking around whoever was handing out food. But this one was a loner. Amy twisted off a piece and tossed it. The pigeon picked up the bread and cocked its head, regarding her with a glassy eye.

“I didn’t come here to see him,” she told the pigeon.

It wouldn’t have mattered. He wasn’t here, which was fine. It was good. He would just ignore her again. Or not see her.

Even so, she dragged out the pretzel, breaking it into smaller and smaller bites for the lone bird beside her until it was twelve thirty. Time to leave.

A shadow fell over her.

“May I sit here?” said a masculine voice.

Him. She would have recognized the guy from the beach anywhere from the way his voice rumbled over her skin, leaving goose bumps in its wake. With treacherous excitement she raised her eyes. The sun peeked over the crown of his head, obscuring his features. Below, a padded blue vest and long jeans hid all that golden skin. He carried something at his side, a large black guitar case.

She needed to leave, mostly because the effect he had on her couldn’t be healthy. And also because she shouldn’t be late to the department meeting.

“Yes, of course,” she answered, a beat too slow to be casual. “Please.”

He set the case beside the bench. The wooden slats shifted as he sat.

How are you? she wanted to ask. And more importantly, Who are you really?

He stared off into the distance, so remote she wondered if he even recognized her. She stuffed a piece of pretzel in her mouth so she wouldn’t be tempted to fill the silence.

Beyond the park and jagged landscape of office buildings, the sea formed a wide, glittery plane. Sunlight reflected off a dimpled surface. The cascade of shimmery lights formed a curved wall, as if they were sitting in a bowl, held prisoner.

Though she wouldn’t mind captivity with this lovely ocean breeze. She wouldn’t mind captivity with him.

“Have you seen it at night?” he asked. “It’s even better.”

He still faced forward, which somehow increased the intimacy of the moment. They were two people watching the horizon—together. His skin was clean-shaven, revealing the tanned, weathered skin and a strong jaw.

“I’m not sure.” She had driven at night a few times, maybe even glanced over at the ocean line, but nothing she could remember.

“The rest of the city fades to black so the lights ahead look like twinkling stars. Then with the sky overhead…like you’re surrounded by stars, like you’re in this big night bubble.”

His words tugged at her heart. And the way he said them, reverent—and quiet, as if they were conspirators. As if maybe she hadn’t been too stupid to seek him out.

“Do you come here often at night?” she asked.

“Sometimes. Not as much as I used to.” A playful light entered his ocean-blue eyes. “Why? Are you looking for a tour guide?”

An odd sense of familiarity stirred in her chest, remembrance of a time she’d never had. The spark of genuine interest in his eyes disarmed her completely, and she felt safe enough to respond in kind.

“I’d have to know your name first.”

He grinned. “Dane. And before you ask, yes, I’m pretty great.”

She glanced down to hide her smile. He looked younger when he said silly things. A world-weary depth to his eyes and casual self-assurance placed him well above her. When he smiled, he could have been one of the guys walking around campus. Ones she never dared speak to, ones who never noticed her sitting beside them.

“What about you? Or should I keep calling you Cornell?”

She shuddered, only half faking. “Amy. Call me Amy.”

He offered his hand. “Nice to meet you, Amy.”

With a blush that made her feel eight years old, she took his hand in an easy handshake. The warmth from his palm raised awareness all along her arm and body. Heat raced across her skin, surprise and embarrassment warring within her. She snatched her hand back, but the warm imprint lingered.

His glance ran over her body, her neatly tucked blouse and black A-line skirt. Her stockings were the only part of her clothes that were uniquely her. Where other women would skip them entirely or stick to coordinated beige or black, Amy had a large collection of every different color and weave. Today dark violet hid her legs, with flowers embroidered down the sides. Something dark flashed in his eyes, gone before she could place it.

Her body trembled with feelings she couldn’t name. Nerveless fingers let the last bit of pretzel fall to the ground. The waiting pigeon snatched it up and flew away.

Dane’s eyes sparkled with amusement, as if he knew what her fingers itched to do. “So you’re a rocket scientist, huh?”

“What makes you think that?”

“Your name tag.”

She glanced down and realized she was still wearing her security badge. “Something like that.”

“And you mentioned the internship from before. Around here that usually means one thing. That’s pretty amazing.”

Amazing. That was what she’d thought too, but the reality hadn’t quite lived up to her expectations. No, that wasn’t fair. The truth was, she didn’t live up to reality, as usual.

And she was late. “I should probably head back, actually.”

His eyes clouded over. “Right.”

Disappointment clenched her stomach. In the time she had been on the island, this was the strongest connection she’d found. In her whole life, really. Maybe that made her pathetic, or maybe there was something special between them. A little of both, most likely.

“Can you play?” She hadn’t even known her voice could sound that breathless, but then she’d never held her breath waiting for an answer before.

“The guitar? Sure, I can play. You want me to?”

“I mean, don’t feel like you have to perform for me if you don’t want to.”

His half smile turned the word perform into something dirty. “Course I do. I mostly learned how to play to impress pretty girls.”

Her face heated at the implied compliment. She sent up a small thanks for the “peasant skin” her mother hated so much, dark enough that he wouldn’t notice her constantly blushing in his presence. He seemed to know anyway, judging by the look he slanted her beneath gold-tipped lashes. Thankfully he didn’t tease her about it. Instead he opened the case and pulled out his guitar.

Despite the size of the instrument, it fit beneath his arms with ease. He ran his thumb along the strings without making a sound, his gaze far away. For a moment she heard phantom strains in the salty air, the faint wind twining through the strings.

He didn’t start playing right away. He took his time tuning the instrument, blunt fingers as precise as they had been with the sand. With everything.

The first few notes of “Hallelujah” raised goose bumps along her arms. She straightened, disconcerted. There were a hundred easier, more recognizable songs. It wasn’t only his selection that surprised her. The way he played…something was off, like he missed every few beats, but on purpose. A musical flip book—she couldn’t dissect it. She could only accept the impressions as they came to her, flashing in rapid exultation.

It was a type of creativity she’d never brought to her own music. Hours upon hours of practice on a hard bench, playing on shiny keys to a never resting metronome. She had sought perfection and achieved it, and yet never felt the music as much as right now.

Strains coursed through her body like liquid heat, making her feel alive and at rest all at once, promising more. When he sang of Delilah, the words sank into her skin, as if he were singing about her.

A trick, that was all, to impress pretty girls—or even awkward, shy ones who pestered him to play. Her heart responded anyway, basking in the rumbling sound and his electric-blue gaze.

As the crescendo rose, the notes flowed over her with startling sensuality. Her body grew sensitive in dark, private places. This isn’t about you. It’s just a song. It didn’t work. He sang low and quiet and only for her, in her mind. She was starved for attention, and he was a mirage of affection. She’d follow him through the desert; she was already there.

When the song ended, she remained still. Her eyes were closed, but the image of him remained fresh in her mind, head bent in concentration, fingers moving with nimble proficiency. She could remember his lips moving, feel the vibrations of his voice all around.

He broke the silence. “So, what’d you think? Impressed, pretty girl?”

His tone was playful, but uncertainty hid beneath the surface, thoroughly incongruous to everything she saw in him. Confident, sexy, and clearly talented. Yet here he was asking for validation, the same way she’d asked it of him. It made her want to reassure him but, at the same time, to hold back. To keep that part of her safe.

“You’re so talented. I’m sure I’m not the only girl to tell you that.”

He laughed, sounding surprised. “You are not. But…I liked hearing it from you.”

She found herself grinning. “What a line.”

“I aim to please.”

She might’ve imagined his earlier moment of sincerity, of vulnerability. Not a single shadow marred that confident, careless smile. He returned his guitar to its case, the mood from his music dispelled by his quick and efficient movements.

“Wait,” she said, knowing it was too late. She was already late for the meeting, and besides, that side of him was gone. “Where can I find you again?”

His eyes softened. “You can’t. Even I don’t know where I’ll be.”

He reached out, and she froze. What was he doing? His broad thumb swept along her bottom lip, slow and soft. Her lips parted in surprise—and instinctual invitation.

“What is it about you?” he asked quietly, and he sounded so earnest she gave a small laugh. It came out low and breathy, as if sprung from a place deep in her body.

He grinned and licked the pad of his thumb where it had touched her. Her embarrassment changed to something darker and sweeter. To sex and tenderness. All the while, the sharp glint in his eyes spun a thick and dirty tapestry in her mind.

“Salty,” he murmured.

She sucked in air, only to find it thin and thready. “The pretzel.”

“Catch you later, Amy.”


Chapter Four
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Chaos: a state of disorder

Dane put his head down as he weaved through the busy sidewalk. He headed to the marina and pulled out his guitar. This was what he’d set out to do this morning, a sort of midweek ritual. The clear skies promised a nice breeze, which meant a good crowd—and that meant good tips. He was a portable stereo, a place to drop their spare change. Not a person. No one really noticed him.

The girl had noticed him. Amy.

Her whole body had hummed with tension whenever he so much as glanced at her. Of course, she wouldn’t look at him again if she knew the truth. So he didn’t plan on telling her.

For that matter, what had he been thinking playing that song for her? And playing it that way? Any number of innocuous songs could have drawn a smile from her. The old-timey ballads Guido insisted on were always a safe bet for harmless flirtation, even if the listener couldn’t place the song. But this one…this one meant something to him. About sex and about home. About things he had and things he didn’t have. As if he was trying to connect with her. Confide in her.

Crazy.

She hadn’t smiled when he sang. That was what had drawn him to her in the first place, her serious, somber expression. It made him want to know what she was thinking, to find out whatever made her so damned cautious, to hear her problems…though he didn’t know why. He couldn’t fix them.

The afternoon stretched before him, hours of boredom and restlessness. Maybe he could go down to Guido’s tonight and play for the dinner rush. Yeah, he liked that idea. It wasn’t a true accomplishment, like the kind the girl had been talking about, like Cornell and an internship at a research facility, but that wasn’t for the likes of him. And at least it was something. In the meantime Dane could lounge the day away, shoring up defenses he hadn’t realized were under attack.

“Dane, my man.”

Startled, Dane stopped and looked up. He was standing right under the thick neon sign that proclaimed this was the Roxy, though the ’80s club hadn’t been open in decades. If he’d been paying attention, he would’ve taken a detour. His friend Freddy leaned over the short lip of the roof, a grin on his round face.

“I didn’t think you were coming. Get in here. We haven’t started yet.”

“Started what?”

Freddy rolled his eyes. “As if you could forget. The game. The poker game.”

Shit. Now he remembered why he started playing at the marina every Wednesday. And how could he have forgotten? It was the girl. She distracted him.

There was no way to get out of this now that he was standing in front of the fucking building. He imagined Freddy’s eager expression falling, his guileless eyes flickering with hurt.

“I’ll be right up.”

He skated the edge of the building to the fire escape in the back. Old metal groaned underneath his weight. They always played on the top floor. The penthouse—that was the joke. He kicked the door open and kicked it shut again. Damn thing tended to swing open in the wind if they didn’t wedge it tight.

The guys were already set up around the folding table. Dane had swiped the casino chips from a garage sale. He’d been the one to initiate this weekly game…and then abandoned it a few months ago. He grabbed a chair to the side, closest to the door, so he could jet at any second. Why had he come?

“Look who’s here,” Freddy announced.

“Where you been, man?” Remy smiled and met him in a half hug.

His friend wore a bunch of leather and chain bracelets, which had always seemed to draw attention to the scars at his wrist instead of hiding them. But only one ring, a tarnished gold one. The fact that he hadn’t pawned it meant it was something special. He’d never told Dane where it was from, and Dane had never asked. It didn’t matter. It was sentimental, and anything sentimental was a weakness.

Dane squeezed Remy back briefly before taking his seat, his guitar case beside him. “You know I hate taking your money.”

Remy snorted. “Well, it’s good to see you back.”

“You too. I see you got another nose ring.”

“Yeah, and a few more, but I won’t show you those.” Remy winked.

He laughed. Okay, so he’d missed his friends. “Tate. What’s up?”

Tate grunted and continued portioning out the chips. Pretty standard response. His thick fingers were nimble as they built short stacks and slid them along the tabletop.

Freddy bustled out of the kitchenette with a room-temperature bottle of beer. Dane took a swig, enjoying the familiar flavor on his tongue. He used to tease Freddy about being a good hostess until he figured out it actually did make him feel at home—then he shut the fuck up.

“That’s real good. Thanks.”

Freddy smiled as he sat down.

Dane leaned back, rocking gently on the hind legs of the chair. Remy had taken off his ring and tossed it in a steady rhythm. Toss and catch, toss and catch. Yeah, Dane could do this. No pressure.

As the other two found their seats across the table, Lizzy strolled up behind Dane and wrapped her arms around his neck. She ran her lips along the curve of his ear. He had a sudden flash of golden skin and dark mysterious eyes. Not Lizzy. His body responded as it had on that damned bench.

He shifted in his seat. Lizzy seemed to guess the effect of her actions, judging by her low laugh. Even though it wasn’t for her. Impossibly, embarrassment flushed through him, as if some of Amy’s awkward naïveté had rubbed off on him.

And that was strangely charming.

He managed to shrug off Lizzy without attracting attention. The other guys were too busy trading insults to notice. She pouted but pulled up a chair beside him, toeing his guitar case out of the way.

He slanted her a look. Don’t touch the goods.

She ignored his warning, leaning forward. “So where’ve you been?”

“Around,” he murmured, keeping his gaze trained on his cards. Lizzy was nice enough, pretty enough, and he didn’t care how many guys she’d slept with. But something about her blank eyes, her vague smile…it was like looking in the mirror.

“What? You find a fancy new girlfriend?”

Yes. Amy wasn’t even here, and she was messing with his head. “What’s it matter?”

“Maybe I’m interested.”

“Like you’re interested in Remy?”

Air brushed his neck as she abruptly sat back. He’d wanted to push her away, and he’d succeeded.

“Lizzy—”

She had already turned away, leaning over to Remy. Trying to make him jealous? He could have laughed. If he didn’t throw up.

I’d have to know your name first.

Damn, he had it bad. What was this, some kind of crush? A throwback to when all he had to worry about was whether a girl liked him? He’d never had a time that simple.

He let out a breath when Remy started the game. At least this much was the same. He tossed in twenty bucks to cover his entry, as did everyone else. Tate stuffed them into the silver case for the poker chips.

As the game got rolling, Dane forgot who was sitting across from him and focused on the cards. He eased himself back in, betting only a little and getting out before things could get big. Risk taking had a rhythm, and by now he knew it by heart. The early hands were like the scales before a set, to warm up and find the old familiar notes.

An hour later his chips were up. Not by too much, because he’d told Remy the truth about not wanting to take their money. He was happiest when they won a few bucks off him, but he couldn’t always swing it. Luck played a bigger part than skill. He’d learned that lesson early on, despite what his father had tried to drill into him.

A bang sounded from the door, and then another one indicating it had been closed again.

“Expecting someone?” Dane asked.

Freddy wouldn’t meet his eyes. Tate looked as impassive as ever.

Remy broke first. “We needed another player. You didn’t show up the last few times.”

“Don’t leave,” Freddy blurted out.

“Who is it?” he demanded in low tones. The way they were acting, it had to be bad. And he didn’t even have a beef with anyone, so who could they be so worried about? With a spear of annoyance in his gut, he figured out exactly who had arrived. “Fuck.”

“He’s not as bad as you said,” Remy mumbled.

God, Remy liked everyone. He liked them a little too much, which had never bothered Dane before. Was he feeling jealous? That would be fucking ridiculous. But Kurt was exactly as bad as he’d said.

Dane had learned how to get along with people easy. Living on the streets meant constantly moving. Coming and going. Leaving and leaving. Even on the island, where time slowed down, the whole underground population would shift in the next six months. You either settled down or moved on. Dane could make a friend one day and walk away without saying goodbye the next.

But a week ago Dane had stumbled on Kurt in a back alley. For a second he thought he’d interrupted a trick—but they weren’t having sex. The poor shmuck probably thought he was going to get laid when he’d left the bar, but Kurt had laid into him another way. A punch to the gut had been all it took. A mugging, and that didn’t sit right with Dane. Mind your own fucking business. That was the mantra of survival.

But he’d seen Amy at the park that day. He’d just ignored her on that stupid park bench, and he’d been pissed. At himself. At everyone like him—liars, cheats and thieves. So Dane had put a stop to it and stuffed the guy into a cab.

So yeah, he hadn’t made friends with Kurt.

The guy sauntered in wearing a smirk. Fucking great.

Except for Lizzy. Her skin had gone pale. She looked like she’d seen a ghost. For a second concern flickered inside him. It was clear she recognized Kurt. Had he hurt her? But no, what Dane read in her eyes wasn’t fear—at least, not the physical kind. It was shock and pain and longing.

The goddamn mirror again.

Dane pushed back from the table. “I’m gonna get going. Thanks for the game.”

“So soon?” Freddy asked.

“Yeah, I’m thinking on playing a gig tonight, so I need to brush up on my Phil Collins. Don’t worry, though. You’ll be in my heart.” He put his hand over his chest for emphasis.

“You should come back next week,” Remy said while Tate reached for the case with the money.

“Wait a sec,” Kurt said. “He can’t leave. The game’s not over.”

Everyone froze. Incredulous, Dane stared at the guy. Really?

Remy broke first. “Hey, man, we can always cash out when we want.”

“Bullshit.” Kurt’s gaze remained steady on Dane. “Winner takes all. It’s the way the game is played.”

“Not the way we play it,” Dane said evenly.

“You haven’t come around lately, have you? I’ve been here. You haven’t.” Kurt moved sideways as if to block his exit. The guy was taller and stockier than he remembered. Dane snorted to himself. What had he been thinking going up against Kurt in a dark alley? The guy had been pissed, but he’d backed down.

Lucky for Dane.

He could defend himself, but you never trusted that. Some guys were so high they couldn’t even feel pain, unstoppable. Dane hadn’t been thinking, and that kind of shit got you killed on the street.

Amy was making him stupid.

“Yeah, sorry. I’m done. I’ll catch you next time.”

“Aw, come on. You’re the friendly guy in the neighborhood. So fair. That’s what I hear. You wouldn’t walk out without giving me a chance to win my share of those chips.” The glint in Kurt’s eyes said he was thinking of that night in the alley.

Dane considered the chips. Lizzy was still looking bowled over. Remy was eyeing the ink slipping out from Kurt’s sleeves. This guy was in Dane’s territory. Taking his place. Something primitive flared within him. Dane couldn’t get what he really wanted. Could never be with the girl with the midnight eyes he’d undoubtedly dream about tonight. But he could damn well do this.

“No worries,” he said lightly. “I’ll stay.”

Kurt smiled. Dane resolved to wipe that smile off his face, chip by goddamn chip.

It took another hour to shrink Kurt’s pile down by half. In contrast Dane’s had risen three times, having taken Kurt’s chips and forced poor Freddy out of the game. Remy pushed his ring on his finger around and around, a sign that he was losing. Dane had let them win often enough. The only way to put Kurt down was to sweep the table.

Dane had mastered his poker face well before he’d learned what a straight flush was. And he had the memory of a goddamn elephant. He had this. And sure enough, the game was locked down two hours in. A few spare chips were all that remained of Kurt’s pride. Along with a scowl that promised retribution. Bring it the fuck on. Dane was still riding the victory, wonderfully immune to his worries from earlier. Now this was a good distraction. He was glad he’d come by the Roxy after all. Yeah, he really was.

Kurt laid down his cards: 6, 7, 8, 9, 10. A straight and not a very impressive one. Still, it could’ve won some of the hands they’d played.

Not this one.

Dane tossed his hand onto the table. They landed in a neat spread: all diamonds. Flush with a king high. Luck trumped skill, but he’d had both on his side this time.

Kurt stood and, in one smooth motion, flipped the table on its side. Dane caught the edge of it on his shin and jumped back, swearing at the bite of pain. A flurry of chips and cards rained down on him. Kurt hurled curses into the air, and Dane was sure he’d have to fight him. Physically fight him, and hell yeah, he wanted that. He wanted to fucking win, just to prove he could do something right.

But Kurt backed away, his eyes spitting fire. “Fuck you, man. You think you run this place, but you’re just a washed-up loser.”

Dane had to keep himself from laughing. “Yeah, you’re probably right.”

That was what this island was all about, the last stop on the train to nowhere. At least Kurt didn’t seem to want to fight him anymore.

Kurt threw a dark glance at Lizzy before storming out.

Jesus. Dane stood in the center of the mess, breathing hard. What the hell was he doing with this shit?

He grabbed his case and headed to the door, ignoring the calls from his friends. Their voices sounded garbled, as if he were underwater—and maybe he was, working his ass off to tread water but never making it anywhere. He climbed down the fire escape and headed toward the street when Lizzy called after him. His blood was still pumping fast, his elusive temper at the forefront, but he needed to talk to her.

He forced his voice even. “You okay? You looked kind of freaked out in there.”

“I’m fine.”

“If you’re in any kind of trouble…”

Her smile was jaded. “You’ll be my knight in shining armor?”

“It’s not like that.”

Her eyes were sad. “You know what they call you, Dane? Mr. Rogers in the Neighborhood. Always got something nice to say about somebody.”

Bullshit, especially when it came to Kurt. “I’m serious. You shouldn’t be hanging around that fucker. You’re too good for him.”

“It’s you I was never good enough for.”

“Lizzy, no. You and me…”

A rueful smile tilted her lips. “Don’t sweat it, Dane. I always knew you needed to get the hell out of here.” She grew serious. “Just don’t wait too long or you might not have a choice anymore.”

Funny. He wasn’t aware he’d ever had a choice.


Chapter Five
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Binary: two stars around a common center of gravity

Every day for a week Amy took her lunch in the park, earning curious looks from her coworkers. When Friday came and went with no sign of Dane, she knew he wouldn’t come back. See you around had only been a figure of speech, one that meant the exact opposite. Goodbye, forever. Somewhere along the way she’d failed a test. Not pretty or interesting enough. So long.

Her assigned mentor, Jared, joked with a couple of guys in the group before coming to her desk. His Disney tie had been loosened enough to hang diagonally across his rumpled dress shirt.

“Anne, how have you been?” He smiled. “Still rushing through work?”

Rushing? Not really. Was it still called that when her work was accurate? She shrugged, helpless. “It’s been good, I think.”

His frown deepened. Wrong answer. “It’s okay to ask for help. This place is kind of its own little world. Lots of rules and customs. It’s normal to be confused.”

Way to point out that she didn’t fit in. “I’m really fine,” she muttered.

“I’m going to be honest. I’m a little worried about you.”

Maybe it was the bluntness of his words, the direct confrontation of her faults compared to the usual whispers behind her back, but anger rose up in her. “I thought I was doing well. I’ve done more than was asked of me.”

His expression spoke volumes. It’s not your work that’s the problem.

And what could she say? Her stomach turned over. She was the problem.

A grin split his face. “I’ve got it. You haven’t been over to the tour, have you? You know, the IMAX and exhibits and all that at the space center?”

A sudden wariness gripped her chest. She shook her head.

“Here, I’ve got what you need. They give them to me since I work the orientations.” He opened his wallet and took out two rectangular cutouts. Bending his head, he scribbled something on the back. “That’s my signature. It’ll get you into the conservatory that’s not open to the general public. We mostly use it for tracking and sometimes when the politicians come through. We gotta roll out the red carpet.”

She examined them. Full day admission, they said. And a special entry with his signature.

“Wow, thank you. This is nice, really.” She was sure it was nice, even if it felt like a test she would never pass.

He winked. “No problem. There’s two, so bring a friend.”

Her stomach turned over as they said goodbye. Bring a friend. Except she didn’t really have one. A guy she’d talked to in a park probably didn’t count. Especially since she probably wouldn’t ever see him again.

She always felt deflated when he walked away, as if she’d puffed herself up just to talk to him. Why did he make her so nervous? Maybe because he was right. She didn’t fit in, but she was used to that. And this place did have its own culture. She observed them like an Antarctic scientist might study penguins, noting their comings and goings, their eating locales and mating habits.

Never joining in because she wasn’t really part of that. Too different, too temporary.

Across the way Kelly stood up. “Come on. You can ride with me.”

Amy glanced up. “Where are we going?”

“Didn’t you hear? Gail is retiring. Friday’s his last day, but Melanie has her belly dancing class then, so we’re doing his goodbye lunch today.”

She paused, imagining the salty breeze and wide blue skies and large hands that lovingly cradled old, worn paper. She’d never really gotten to know Gail and didn’t feel much of anything about him leaving, but it was customary for everyone on the team to attend these goodbye lunches. And it was another opportunity to fit in. Or not.

She tucked herself into the passenger seat of Kelly’s two-door Civic. They were headed to Gail’s favorite restaurant, Kelly said, but all Amy could focus on was the left turn that took them by the park. She even swung her head around as they passed, hungry for a glimpse of a puffy blue vest. She didn’t see one. Irrational disappointment sank in her stomach.

The restaurant turned out to be the Lucky Panda, a buffet that boasted over eighty items, ranging from lo mein to french fries, extra charge for sirloin tips. There were ten in the group, which included her cubicle mate, Kelly, and her mentor, Jared. The rest she recognized only from the weekly department meetings. Everyone had worked here longer than she had and, with the exception of Gail, would probably be here after she left.

“So, is this really the kind of food they have over there?”

It took her a minute to realize Lee’s question was directed at her, and when she did, she had just taken a bite from her egg roll. She swallowed in awkward silence. “I don’t know. I’ve never been.”

Lee had a ruddy complexion and a constant squint. From water-cooler gossip she’d figured out that he had relocated from Houston a few years back. He leaned forward from across the table. “But you must have had this stuff at home, right? Growing up?”

She looked down at the greasy egg roll she still held and the kung pao chicken on her plate. It tasted okay but bore little resemblance to the steamed fish or soba noodles she had been raised on. “I’m Japanese, so the food’s different.”

“Oh, you mean like sushi,” Lee said.

“Kind of like that.” She forced a smile that hopefully signaled the end of the conversation. By now everyone had stopped talking and eating. A subtle tension hummed through the air.

Lee opened his mouth to speak, but Gail cut him off.

“Stop badgering the girl and let her eat. Doesn’t matter where you came from, this sweet-and-sour chicken is the best thing on the menu.”

Everett agreed, but Kelly complained there wasn’t enough garlic. Amy sighed with relief as attention finally left her. As they returned to the office, she realized she was sad to see Gail go, after all.
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On Saturday morning she looked around her small apartment with dismay. White sheets and a cheap sofa held no personality whatsoever. There was nothing to do. But hell, if she’d struck up a conversation once, she could do it again. Besides, doing anything outside of work and sleep sounded like a rocking good time to her right now.

She’d always felt that way, secretly. The difference was that now she was going to do something about it. Because of Dane? Maybe, but she wanted this for herself. He could be a catalyst. He could be the face she conjured in her bed at night.

He could be anything at all to her, as long as she never expected him to want her back.

She dressed in a tank top and khaki shorts, shielding her eyes with wide sunglasses. Outside she started walking in the direction of the park before she caught herself. It was a fine place to go on a Saturday morning, but she would just keep scanning the horizon for a puffy blue vest.

Instead she turned onto a nearby street where a line of shops had attracted a crowd. A small chime rang above the door as she entered the coffee shop. The space was split by large, plush armchairs forming a circle in the center. A dark mahogany counter followed the length of the shop to the left. Small tables for two ran along the far wall.

She stood in line, her gaze darting over every smooth, reflective surface. It wasn’t really her style, a little too hipster. Then again, she wasn’t sure she had any style at all. She studied the menu. What did the drink names even mean? Frappe au lait, cappi mocha. There weren’t any descriptions beside them. Were people supposed to order every single one to find the one they liked? Did they ask their friends or the cashier for a recommendation? Considering the sour expression on the cashier’s face, she wouldn’t be doing the latter. She resigned herself to a plain coffee.

The woman in front of her was wearing scrubs with teddy bears on them. She began to rattle off drink orders, complete with reduced fat and added whipped cream, soy milk substitutions and extra shots. She was three drinks in when the bored-looking cashier sniffed and asked her to start over, slower this time. Amy placed her order after, but she had to wait again as the laundry list of drinks were made and stowed into cardboard carriers.

The crown of his head caught her attention. Sunlight streamed through the window and reflected off his hair, turning brown into gold. Dane. Her heart squeezed with unfamiliar happiness and leftover dismay that he hadn’t come back. He was bent over a notepad, writing something with quick, focused movements.

As she waited for her drink, she worked her body into a strange alcove between the counter and the wall. Once she had her drink, she would go…well, anywhere. Most likely she’d return home where it was quiet and safe and her heart didn’t try to beat its way out of her rib cage.

“Amy!” the barista shouted loudly enough to be heard over the buzz of conversation, even though Amy was two feet away.

She grabbed the drink with a tight smile. “Thanks.”

A hand on her arm stopped her.

“Amy?” He grinned. It seemed genuine. “Come sit with me. I have an extra seat.”

His cheerfulness was too seductive. She could feel herself falling back under his spell, smiling despite herself and following his lead to the table. By the time she sat across from him, the world had narrowed to just the two of them again.

“You do remember me, right? I’m Dane, from the park.”

God. He thought she might have forgotten his name. “Of course.”

He leaned back in his chair. “How’ve you been this week?”

One long leg rested over the other. He wore a heather-gray T-shirt with the Florida Gators emblem silhouetted in black. His corduroy pants had turned thin and faded at the knees.

Even when he wasn’t officially smiling anymore, the corners of his eyes had those sun crinkles. Now that they were inside, she could see the almost leathery texture of his face—incongruous on someone that young. No, he seemed older again, like a guy who’d put down his burdens for the weekend rather than a guitar-toting guy who didn’t have any to begin with. She suspected both were facets of him, smooth cuts into the stone, and only when the light hit them just right would she be able to see what was inside.

Her cheeks heated. “Work’s been…well, not exactly great. But full.”

“Things to do. People to see,” he murmured.

“Something like that. Things move so slowly, but the people there seem to like it that way. Sometimes I wish I could hit the fast-forward button.”

“I know what you mean.”

“I look back and think ‘what did I accomplish?’ I wanted to get here so badly, and now that I’m here, it feels like nothing. Like it’s still out of my reach. I’m probably not making sense.”

His eyes were trained on hers, attentive and thoughtful. “No, definitely. I hear you.”

She believed him. The way he looked at her so intently, the way his whole body leaned back in the chair but curved around to her with his hand on the table.

I hear you. Three little words, and probably more polite than anything, but they churned her up inside. She actually felt louder, more direct when it seemed like someone would listen. More confident when someone might care.

As she reached for her drink, the back of her hand brushed the back of his. It sent strange sensations all the way up her arm and through her body, a tactile heat. Old fear made her hesitate. His warm expression decided her. She reached for him, her hands around his. Coarse male hair on her fingertips. Warm, dry skin inside his wrists.

She grabbed her cup and scalded her tongue with dark coffee. His drink was some sort of iced concoction with whipped cream.

“What is it?” he asked. “You have a smile on your face.”

“I was admiring your drink. It’s so like you.”

“What, chocolaty? Or delicious?”

Her face heated. “Fun.”

“Hmm. And you don’t like fun,” he said, nodding toward her coffee cup.

“No, I do. I just—” Don’t know how to have any. His notepad caught her eye. He hadn’t been writing. He’d been drawing. “What is that? Can I see?”

“Oh, this.” He looked down at it. His face was obscured for a moment, but the tops of his ears turned pink. “This is nothing.”

But he tossed it onto the tabletop, narrowly missing his drink. She picked it up—a sketch with a large, ornate chair and a checkerboard floor. The queen held a scepter in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other. Beside her was some sort of attendant with a nose ring, marking a list with his quill. A jester wearing what appeared to be scrubs with teddy bears juggled coffee cups with both hands.

“You drew this? Just now?” she asked even though it was obvious. “It’s lovely.”

The strokes were sparse but well-placed, the whole of it evocative, thoughtful. He seemed to have a talent for every day of the week. A modern-day Renaissance man—reading, playing music, and drawing.

“What about you? What have you been up to?” She kept the question vague, well aware that she knew nothing about him. For all she knew, he had a wife at home whom he told all about the lonely scientist he’d befriended.

His lips pressed together slightly. She’d come to take that open, earnest expression for granted, but now it faded.

“I could use that Fast-forward button,” he said. “At this point I’d take a Play button. Nothing’s moving forward. There’s just static.”

She was quiet a moment. Nothing in his voice or manner requested sympathy from her.

She inched her hand across the small table. This time she didn’t accidentally brush him. She rested her palm on his hand, deliberate and sure. The contact sent a rush of warmth through her, filling up places deep inside. More, her body demanded. More touching him, feeling him jump, watching his eyes widen. A subtle tension entered his body. Her heart thudded painfully.

“Are you still up for being my tour guide?”

His eyebrows rose. He might not know her very well, but he knew enough to be surprised.

No judgment though, no censure in his eyes. “Absolutely. Do you trust me?”

He spoke the words in challenge. She could tell it was the price of entry, that trust. Without it he would take her nowhere.

A small sound came from her throat. Like a whimper. Shame battered her chest. Why couldn’t she answer properly, like a regular human being? Why did she freak out at the thought of trusting someone?

His expression softened. “It’s okay. You don’t have to answer yet. Just come with me.”

Going with him, trusting him—they both felt monumental. But then she imagined saying no. Catch you later, Amy. That was what he’d said last time. Or maybe she wouldn’t even deserve that. So long. Have a good life.

Saying goodbye would be so much worse.

“Okay,” she said. “Let’s go.”


Chapter Six
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Corona: the outer atmosphere of the sun

He wanted to make this good for her. So he did the things he liked to do, hoping that at least some of them would be fun. First he took her to the farmers’ market, where they picked up honey lemonade and pistachio samosas. For dessert they tore apart huge pomegranates, staining their fingers red.

And the whole time, a clock counted down to whenever she would put a stop to this. She would ask a question he couldn’t answer or request something ordinary, like a phone number, that he couldn’t give her. It could all be over in the span of a second, so he didn’t give her a chance to rest or think or reject him.

He took her to the marina, where there were games and concessions and a great view of the ocean. The crowd began to thicken as they got closer, and he grabbed her hand so he wouldn’t lose her.

She stopped walking.

The crowd continued around them, unknowing. Her face was pale. She stared at their linked hands. If it were anyone else, he would’ve let her go right away. It made her uncomfortable, okay, he could drop it. But something in her expression compelled him to hold on.

“What’s wrong, Amy?”

“Nothing, I just…”

This time he wasn’t going to let her off easy. “Do you not want me to touch you?”

“It’s not that. No one’s ever held my hand before.”

Her words hit him low in the gut, knocking the breath out of him. How could someone grow up without anyone holding their hand? The truth of her statement rang in her voice, in the glimmer of wonder in her eyes.

Tightening his hold, he continued down the marina, heading straight toward the Ferris wheel. She tugged on him, and he turned again, expecting her to pull away.

“Shouldn’t we get tickets?” she asked anxiously, gesturing to the ticket booth.

He grinned. “Where’s the fun in that?”

A long line of people waited at the ride. He sped straight to the front, hearing Amy’s soft huff of breath as she ran to keep up with him. Brian waved to him as they got close, and stopped the next couple from getting into the car.

“Thanks, man,” Dane said as he turned sideways through the turnstile. A startled Amy followed him through and into the car. He flipped the seat-belt bar down.

“You can’t just do that,” she protested.

“I think I just did.” The car rocked on the frame as the wheel spun a few feet to let the passengers into the next car.

He supposed he should feel bad, but he had long ago justified taking what he could, when and where he could get it. Did that include her? He wasn’t sure yet.

A few more stops and the wheel finally picked up pace. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. Salty sea spray found them at the highest point, coating her golden skin with a fine sheen of water. The wind whipped her hair all around, turning the normally straight black strands into a sultry, bed-head tangle. Her lips were parted. They were so damned full, tempting him, taunting him. The lips of a goddamned rocket scientist, and he wanted to defile her. Well, that shouldn’t surprise anyone. He may have been known as the nice guy on the street, but he’d never been a saint. No, he’d lost his innocence a long time ago.

So it was unlucky for Amy he wasn’t going to leave her alone.

“God, that view,” she said, looking out across the ocean. A myriad of lights flickered where the sky met the sea—blues and oranges and pinks reflected in her eyes.

“Beautiful,” he murmured.

She looked over and met his eyes. “You’re not even looking.”

“Am too.”

She blushed and faced the front again. The car shuddered as a big gust of wind hit them. She gripped the bar so tightly her knuckles whitened. He reached his arm around her and pulled her close. She stiffened in his embrace before softening.

Her expression gave away nothing. She’d be a good poker player. But he was better, reading even the signs from her body. Her interest in him, her fear of him. Her longing.

“Let me guess,” he said. “You’re not used to hugs, either.”

“Something like that.” Her voice was small, and so he forced himself to remain calm. He thought he’d seen all the fucked-up shit there was in the world, but this was something else. Imagining a small, dark-haired girl with mysterious eyes, standing apart, unused to human touch made him want to punch something. He had a lifetime of training in keeping his cool, and he just barely managed to do it. For her.

“So what was this place where no one ever hugged? A group home?” He knew plenty of foster kids, living where he did.

“No, I lived with my uncle. I mean, my mom is still alive. She lives in Japan.”

“Oh.” He frowned. “Why?”

It took her a minute to answer. “She was never happy here, so she left after… She left me with my uncle so I could still go to school here.”

“How old were you when she left?”

“Six.”

He sucked in a breath. Jesus. There were a whole bunch of words he wanted to say, like abandonment and asshole and what the fuck? But he kept his mouth shut. She didn’t need him to bash her mother. What killed him was the way she spoke, with calm acceptance, as if she didn’t deserve any better. This uncle didn’t sound like a prize catch either, considering even a handshake was a big freaking deal to her.

“Does she come back to visit?”

“No. I thought she might for my graduation, but…it didn’t happen.”

“That’s high school, right? But you must be getting ready to graduate college.”

“Yeah, next spring.”

From her glum tone, she wasn’t counting on anyone showing up there either. “I’ll come,” he said on a whim. Then immediately wondered what the hell he was talking about.

Apparently she wondered the same thing. Her eyebrow rose. “Uh…”

He shrugged. No big deal. Maybe she would believe it, even if he couldn’t. Would his truck even make the trip up there? Would he even have enough gas money? Shit. “Cornell in the spring, right? I’ll be there, if you want me to.”

Her eyes grew wide.

He’d shocked her. It almost made him laugh. Almost. “You don’t have to decide now,” he said seriously. “Just think about it.”

She nodded. God, she looked scared. Of him. As if he’d threatened to hurt her instead of just be her friend. His hand tightened around her shoulder. He saw how big of a deal it had been when she’d touched her fingers to the back of his hand in the coffee shop. He’d felt the weight of it then, the way his own body had come alight. But now he saw what it had cost her to take that step.

He leaned over and placed a kiss on the side of her head. Nothing sexual—at least, nothing overtly sexual if he ignored his body’s reaction. A chaste kiss for a chaste girl.

He wouldn’t have seen it if he wasn’t watching. Her mouth formed the words, but no sound emerged. Thank you.

For the rest of the ride he watched the rippling water. Her little confession didn’t change anything. They couldn’t be together. No matter what. He knew that, but he didn’t let her go. She rested her head back against his arm. All they had was now—the span of a ride, a few circles drawn in the sky. Fleeting moments of comfort and relief to carry him through.

It was all he’d ever had. It used to be enough.
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Dane didn’t ask her again about holding hands or hugging, which was good because she didn’t have an answer. How could she explain how it had been growing up in an empty house, the furniture wrapped in plastic so stiff she preferred to sit on the floor? How could she explain standing alone in a swarm of parents and children during elementary school graduation—made more humiliating when her uncle had forgotten to pick her up from day care that evening? The staff had looked at her with pity, whispering behind her back about when she might leave so they could go home.

She definitely couldn’t explain the horror of bleeding in the bathroom at age twelve, not sure whether she was dying or if it was the thing they’d mentioned one time in health class. She’d finally broken-down and told her uncle, choking the words out. He’d had nothing to say about her revelation, but a box of tampons had appeared in the bathroom the next day.

She couldn’t explain why she was broken, so it was good Dane didn’t ask.

Instead they spent the afternoon at the marina watching the gulls and window-shopping. There was an old antique store filled with strange trinkets, monkeys that dipped their paws into a bowl, and a collection of ornate, cast-iron keys. They strolled through the stacks, pointing at items, picking them up for inspection. When they left, the old woman at the counter waved goodbye with a smile.

Dane led her between two shops where, instead of an alley, a boutique garden center was tucked away. Flowers bloomed from every angle, not only sideways but up and down too. A huge oak tree suspended large wind chimes that tinkled in the breeze. In the corner the dirt had been sculpted into the shape of a large sofa and armchair, with grass growing up and all around it.

Dane threw himself onto the sofa and raised his eyebrow. “You gonna sit?”

“Sure.” She lowered herself gingerly into the armchair. Only then did it register that she had chosen the armchair and ignored the Amy-shaped place beneath Dane’s outstretched arm. It was a habit, choosing the farthest place away from other people. The loneliest place, though it was hard to feel cold when his gaze burned with truths she only barely understood.

She had once read a story about Tibetan monks who had raised infants without touching them. With food and shelter but no human touch. All the babies had died. It was probably just an urban legend, but she couldn’t forget it, no matter how hard she tried. She wasn’t a baby, but she’d never outgrown her desire to be touched.

It would be conspicuous to go to him now. Like a statement of intent she wasn’t sure she was ready for.

Instead she distracted herself by running her fingers through the whisper-thin grass beneath and beside her. “It’s so soft. What is it?”

A rumbling voice came from behind her. “That’s a bull’s-eye Bermuda grass, ma’am.”

She started and turned to see a tall man emerge from a fall of ivy. His pale beard was wiry but thin enough to see the pale skin underneath. “Oh, hello,” she said.

“Softest grass you ever felt, ain’t it? Guzzles water like a bitch, though. Pardon my language.” He turned to Dane. “What the hell are you doing coming round?”

Her heart missed a beat. Were they not supposed to be here? The gate had been wide-open—though she realized now they hadn’t come in through the main entrance.

Dane laughed. “Fuck you too.”

“Watch your mouth in front of a lady. Six months. Don’t think I didn’t count.”

Standing, Dane clapped the other man on the back in a brief hug. It suited him, the ease with which he embraced the other person. She suspected he could hug and kiss and touch other people just fine—but he had jumped ever so slightly when she’d touched him. Had she done it wrong?

“I’ll leave you two alone. Stay as long as you want, and don’t wait another six months before you come back.” He winked at Amy. “Don’t let him scare you off. He’s not as much of a punk kid as he lets on.”

When he was gone, she turned to Dane. She raised her eyebrow. “A punk kid?”

He grinned. “You didn’t get that memo? I’m going to skateboard in the park and TP your house.”

She narrowed her eyes, trying to imagine what he’d been like in school. She couldn’t. He just existed, as if he’d sprung fully formed with sexy stubble on his jaw and terrifying shadows in his eyes. It hurt to imagine what could have put them there, those shadows, even though she knew it must have hurt him worse.

He sat forward. “Why so serious, pretty girl?”

“How old are you, Dane?”

“Older than you.”

She’d guessed that much. The way he looked, the way he acted. All spoke of a man more experienced and self-assured than herself.

“I skipped a couple grades in elementary school.”

The school had sent a note home offering it because her grades were high. Amy still remembered her mother calling the family back home to tell them she was smarter than the other kids. The only problem was, when she got to the next grade, she was far behind in the material. She had to work twice as hard to keep the same grades. She also lost the few friends she’d made in her old class. After it happened a second time, Amy learned to keep to herself. The other kids were bigger than her, quicker than her—infinitely cooler than her. She became the quiet girl in the corner whose feet didn’t reach the floor on the larger chairs.

He cocked his head. “Which makes you how old?”

“Twenty,” she answered.

“Oh.”

“Next month.”

“Shit.”

Most people assumed she was older, especially when they found out she was about to graduate. In addition to skipping a few grades early on, Amy had taken a lot of college credits in her junior and senior year of high school. And she had done summer classes throughout college. This was her first time taking vacation, actually. If you could call a full-time internship a vacation.

Anxiety twisted her middle. “Is that okay?”

She really didn’t care how old he was, except that his age was a part of him. If he were much older, it wouldn’t change how she thought of him. Wouldn’t change her wanting him, either. She’d asked because he was a puzzle, and if her schooling had programmed her for anything, it was to solve him.

“Yeah. Of course it’s okay.” He paused, and anticipation grew in the space between them. “I’m eighteen. We’re good.”

Surprise registered first. She sometimes felt adolescent beside his solid presence. He seemed a hundred times older, boundless in his blue, world-weary eyes. As if he’d seen too much. In the same amount of time she’d seen nothing except glossy white pages in textbooks and flickering computer screens.

And the other thing he’d said. We’re good. It was generic enough to mean nothing. Either that or he’d almost admitted he had considered them a couple. A potential couple, at least. Old hope and new desire latched on. Her blood beat with the baseless confidence. It could happen, each beat promised. He wants you, her heart sang.

Her mind staunchly reminded her that she barely knew anything about him—his work, his family. His breakfast cereal preferences. She thought her brain might be wrong about this. She already knew the most important things about him. He was kind, talented, and generous. She had stumbled onto the treasure and now worried over how to draw the map.

She stood and quickly took her seat beside him. Her gaze remained trained on the dirt-and-grass coffee table in front of her. Gently, deliberately, he pulled her into his side. She sighed with a kind of relief. Some indefinable scent teased her nose, something unique to him. His warmth made her whole body seem loose and liquid.

He cleared his throat. “For the next part you’re going to want a swimsuit.” He leaned back slightly. His gaze trailed down her body, leaving sparks in its wake. “Are you already wearing one?”

“No. Why would I be?”

He shrugged. “Some girls do. This is Cape Canaveral. You’re going to end up in the water at some point during the day.”

“I don’t.”

He frowned. “But sometimes, right?”

She shook her head.

“You mean you’ve never gone in the water? How is that even possible?”

She looked away to hide her embarrassment. Because no one had ever told her to. Sad, really. She’d learned to be a robot, one who did what she was supposed to do. School, work. Never asking for what she wanted, never reaching.

She took a deep breath. “Take me in the water, Dane. I trust you.”
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The Kennedy Space Center took up the bulk of the area, reaching out with its contractor buildings. They had a fair number of tourists because of it, which made the marina popular. Her apartment was only a few blocks down, close enough to keep her commute under five minutes. At least to get to the gate. Once inside the campus the strictly enforced speed limit dropped and endless speed bumps stretched it out to fifteen.

They went to her place first.

“Which beach are we going to?” she asked.

He shook his head with a knowing half-smile. Not going to tell.

He smiled often, and she loved to see each one. She couldn’t be sad about that, even if she suspected some of those smiles were shields. One had even been a sword, directed at a man who struck up a conversation with her at the farmers’ market. Weaponized smiles worn by a man too experienced in battle to let his guard down. Too experienced with women to fall for an awkward girl in khaki shorts. Though the way he’d looked her over earlier said he didn’t find them too bland at all.

She stopped at the bottom of the stairwell, shy about the bare walls and lack of furniture in her apartment. “I just moved in recently, so…”

“It’s okay,” he said smoothly. “I’ll wait outside.”

He handed over the canvas bag from the farmers’ market and leaned against the brick wall, one foot hooked over the other, looking relaxed as could be. She knew she should just accept it and go upstairs to change. He’d never see how boring and lifeless her place was, never suspect how that might reflect what was inside her—nothing at all. But there was something about his easy announcement, as if he’d been expecting her not to let him up. As if he were some sort of pet to tie to a fire hydrant and leave outside while she stopped in a restaurant.

“No, I didn’t mean that,” she heard herself saying. “Come up with me. Of course. I just meant I didn’t…want you to think badly of me.”

“I would never think badly of you.”

Her breath caught. It could be a line, something he’d use to get into her bed. But she knew it wasn’t. Her value had always been measured by what she could produce. By grades. But Dane didn’t care about that except to say it was amazing and how impressed he was. No expectations, no demands. Mostly he seemed to want to take her places and sing to her and feed her strange and exotic foods.

Stupid tears formed behind her eyes, battering the cool shield she wore around her. It kept others out as much as held her in. But not now. Here was Dane, coming inside her space. Already inside her mind, imprinted there. She’d never be rid of him—never want to be.

“Hey.” He touched her arm in a featherlight caress.

That was it: Hey. A show of support and affection she wished she could return. Instead she looked away and hoped he understood. It wasn’t a rejection. She couldn’t even imagine herself that way: in a position to reject him. Her silence wasn’t an aggressive act; it was the absence of words. It was her having nothing good or useful to say.

He didn’t seem to take offense as he glanced at the tiny kitchenette with its microwave and paper towel roll. He stepped into the living room, with its sofa and vertical blinds leading onto a four-foot patio. What was he thinking?

Did she really want to know? It might be good.

It probably wasn’t.

She unpacked the bag, keeping one eye trained on him. Sour-cream-and-onion pull-apart bread, blackberry muffins, and six of the largest peaches she’d ever seen piled onto her small counter. The last item in the bag was a clear plastic container filled with tuna flakes. His only purchase. When she’d asked what they were for, he’d just smiled that secret smile and pulled out his wallet. She lifted the container and squinted at the pale, crinkly strips. Her gaze snagged on Dane as he strolled the length of her apartment.

“God,” he said. “This is great.”

Her eyes narrowed. She detected no sarcasm at all. Was her sensor broken? Because that was the only way his statement made sense.

She gestured vaguely. “I was planning on getting pictures. Or curtains.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, that would be amazing.”

Really, it was too much.

“I know it’s lame. I’m not really a good decorator. Or homemaker. Or really even feminine at all.”

“What are you talking about?” He came to stand in front of her. “Anyone who has a problem with how your apartment looks is blind or stupid. And as for the other thing…” His lingering gaze sent both chills and heat flashes racing over her skin, one after the other. “If you were any more feminine, I’m not sure I’d be able to keep things in check.”

She didn’t know what he meant by keeping things in check. Except she did. She really did, and her face burned with the knowledge. Pride bloomed too, because she’d always, secretly, wanted to have that effect on a guy. A cute one, a smart one. He was every private dream she’d ever had, come to life in the middle of her living room.

He touched his finger to her eyebrow, where it began, then smoothed the arch. “Now, are you going to get changed or what? We have some waves to catch.”

Nerves jumped in her stomach. “We’re going surfing?”

“Something like that.”

Hmm. She had expected to walk along the beach and wade into the water. “It’s almost dark.”

“Can you swim?”

“Of course. In a pool.”

“Well, it’s pretty much the same in the ocean. Except more fun.”

Everything was more fun with him. She dug through her closet, praying her swimsuit would somehow morph into something cute and sexy. Instead she pulled out the navy-blue one-piece with a little athletic logo on the bottom. Holding it up revealed how very straight and shapeless it was—about the same as it looked on her body. She’d only used it to swim at the university gym.

It still fit, mostly because she hadn’t filled out. Maybe he wouldn’t notice how flat she was once they got in the water. She really hoped they weren’t actually surfing. Landing belly first would not be a good look on her.

She pulled on running shorts for the walk to the beach—wherever it was. Watching herself in the bathroom mirror, she smoothed her hair back into a tight ponytail. She looked like she was gearing up for a triathlon, not a fun day at the beach. Correction: fun night at the beach. Twilight had chased them to her apartment door. Night would blanket them in the water. A shiver went through her.

Returning to the living room, she found him pacing.

He sucked in a breath. “Wow.”

She looked down. Her chest was still flat, her hips still too narrow. The swimsuit still plain. “Is it okay?”

“You’re killing me here,” he groaned. “It’s more than okay. You look hot.”

Her heart jumped at the compliment. There was no accounting for taste, but if he found her slender shapelessness sexy, she wasn’t going to complain. Practicality intruded briefly. Sunscreen wouldn’t be necessary for a night swim. She grabbed two towels from the small linen closet.

“Are we going to stop at your place?”

His mouth tightened. His whole body seemed to stiffen. “Why?”

Why was he upset? “Because you need a swimsuit too.”

He stared at her for a minute. Then he laughed, thoroughly amused for reasons she couldn’t figure out. He was still laughing as he jumped over the stair rail outside her apartment to land on the ground beneath.

Only then did she acknowledge the heat in his eyes when he’d first seen her in the swimsuit. So why had she asked whether it was okay? Fishing for compliments. Worse, she’d been flirting. She hadn’t even known she could do that. It just came to her, now that she found a guy to flirt with.

He’d flirted back. Her stupid grin stuck with her all the way to the beach.


Chapter Seven
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Luminosity: the amount of light emitted by a star

The Sugar Shack had touristy knickknacks, Jet Ski rentals, and the best weed on the island—which wasn’t saying much, really. The neon sign lay dormant. Windows crowded with overpriced T-shirts were dark. The concrete parking lot changed to gravel and then grass as he rounded the building.

“What are we doing?” she whispered.

A hint of fear colored her voice, but it didn’t disguise the excitement. She probably thought they were trespassing or breaking and entering. He might as well let her believe it, just to keep things interesting. With any other girl he would have. The idea of her thinking badly of him turned his stomach. Probably why he hadn’t told her a damn thing about himself.

“Don’t worry. Just borrowing from a friend. And no, that’s not code for stealing.”

“I didn’t think it was.”

Little liar.

Releasing her hand, he snuck between two strands of a particularly nasty skunk vine and rapped on the window. A light flickered from within. He glanced back at Amy. Even in the dim light her skin glowed. So lovely. And that swimsuit, like liquid latex had been poured onto her lithe body. His fingers itched to touch her.

The window opened, and Sheila poked her head out. “You buying?”

It had been a long time since he’d smoked pot, but he had done it before. Heat crept up his cheeks. He hadn’t known he could still get embarrassed.

“No, I was just going to take some boards out, if you don’t mind.”

Sheila snorted. “You know I don’t. Why’re you even asking?” Her gaze snagged on Amy’s silhouette behind him, so she knew why he’d stopped to ask. “Ah, I see. Well, use the white-and-red board for a beginner. It’s more stable. And have a good time.”

She was smiling as she shut the window. The sight startled him. Had he ever seen Sheila smile before? First Joe from the garden center and now Sheila. He must seem really hard up if they were all so eager for him to get laid. Which wasn’t going to happen, he reminded himself.

He picked up Amy’s hand again as he continued around back. Don’t think about it. If he thought about it, if he really even looked at her, he’d get hard. Like had happened in her apartment when she’d stepped out in her swimsuit. And he had about an hour of touching her, of being close to her without being able to do anything about it, ahead of him. Pure sexual torture delivered by a woman who thought holding hands was a big deal. She was going to kill him.

“We aren’t really going surfing, are we?” She sounded worried.

“Of course we are.”

He stopped outside the chain-link fence and opened the lock. The bit about stealing hadn’t been too far off the mark. Way back when, he’d hopped the fence, tossed out the equipment, and put it back before leaving. Until Sheila had met him outside one of those nights and, with a roll of her eyes, told him the code to the lock. As long as he returned everything where he found it, she didn’t care. One day he’d noticed a few new foot guards, so he stayed and drilled those in as a thank-you. Every so often she’d leave some maintenance task out, and he’d do that too.

He picked out a board and sail—just one of each to start with. It would be safer to double up. And you’ll get to be close to her, won’t you? Yeah, that too.

“Put this on.” He found a small life vest and tossed it to Amy, who caught it deftly.

She scrunched a nose at him. “Do I have to?”

He laughed at that, so childlike. “Yes, you do. I’m a strong swimmer, so if it were daytime, I’d probably let you off the hook. But it’s your first time out, and if you fall in, I won’t be able to see you easily.”

He tried not to look as she turned around and stripped off those shorts. He failed.

“Where’s yours?” she asked, snapping the jacket shut.

He raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

“Your life jacket. Since it’s nighttime.” The challenging edge in her voice baited him. It turned him on too. “If I have to wear one for safety, then so do you.”

A slow smile spread across his face. “I like it when you get bossy.”

Her lips pursed the way they did whenever she got embarrassed. He dug through the pile for the right size. Then he stripped out of his shirt and pants, leaving his boxers on. With exaggerated movements, he put the life vest on. Then spread his hands, as if to present himself. She giggled, and he froze for a split second. Damn, that sound. He liked that too.

He waded into the water and set up the board. Windsurfing wasn’t the kind of surfing she’d been scared of, but it would still be a fun ride. He preferred this, the smooth glide over the surface, so far out he wouldn’t be able to see anyone. Except her, now.

She followed him, stepping gingerly over the ocean floor. Finding, he knew, the silky sand and cotton-soft seaweed that came up in patches. Her hand reached to hover above the water, the gentle waves lapping at her palm. He was crouched on the board, focused on the mast that was stuck at an odd angle, but he had to stop and look at her. Just watch her. A sense of wonder radiated from her, and it echoed within his chest—because he was hollow inside. So he had no business messing around with this girl.

But he wasn’t going to stop.

Regret squeezed him. For her innocence? Or his? Turning back to his work with quick, efficient movements, he finished the setup and stood. With a strong pull he dragged the sail from the water. Another tug and it was standing upright. A smaller sail than he usually used, but he wanted Amy to be able to hold it on her own. It wouldn’t take them very far out, either, but he wasn’t trying to escape anything when he was with her.

“Come on. Hop up.”

Moonlight reflected from her wide eyes as she stared up at him. “It’s so high. I’ll fall.”

“I fall all the time. It doesn’t hurt. But I’ll hold on to you. I won’t let you fall.”

She placed both palms on the board, too close to the edge, so that when she pushed up, the whole board rocked.

“Whoa there.” He held the sail up with one hand while grasping her wrist with the other. In a second she was standing beside him, holding on to both him and the horizontal bar of the wind sail. The board still rocked gently from their movements. She stared at him with an expression of awe as it moved beneath her feet.

He tried to remember how he’d felt on his first time out. The fear, the exhilaration. It hadn’t been the same for him. This had always been a means to escape, a way to stop feeling. A drug as much as those chopped-up leaves inside the hut were.

“Stand here,” he murmured, indicating the prime spot. The board was extra wide, which was why Sheila had recommended it. There was plenty of room for Amy to hold on to the sail and for him to stand behind her, bracing them. Her body felt small within the frame of his. She was shorter, slimmer—in every way more delicate, but he was the weaker one in her presence.

This close, he could smell her. A hint of coconut, maybe her shampoo, and something else. Fainter and wholly her. He’d noticed it at the Ferris wheel and the garden center, but each time they’d been out in the open, the elements conspiring to hide it from him, teasing him with that knowledge of her before whipping it away on the wind. He longed to be alone with her, closed in, feasting on her and learning her smell and taste intimately. Not gonna happen.

“What do I have to do?”

“Just wait. The wind will take us away.”

He closed his eyes and felt the wind’s direction on his face. With a flex of his wrist, he tilted the mast so it would catch easier. A few seconds later a gust opened the sail so that it curved away from them. Amy gasped and wobbled at the sudden pressure on the bar, but he’d been prepared. He held the bar steady and caught her against his chest. Furtively he pressed his face against her hair, breathing her in. He felt like a thief, taking what wasn’t his and using her, but like the surfboards at the Sugar Shack, he wasn’t able to help himself. He wanted her too much—and the relief she offered.

The board began to move, slow and steady under both their weights. Closer to the shore, the ride was choppier as little reverberating waves clapped the carbon underneath. The sound of it was loud, a sudden shift from the quietude at the beach. They were both silent as they glided over the white buoys that marked the end of safe swimming.

The water smoothed out away from the beach. Waves became larger, more rolling, rising from the surface in endless undulations. But the tip of the board sliced through them easier. They sped up, Amy’s hair whipping his neck in silk-soft lashes. Sea spray coated his face.

He bent slightly to speak in her ear. “Are you okay?”

She glanced at him over her shoulder, a heart-stopping smile on her face. Jesus. His whole chest constricted.

“It’s wonderful,” she said, her eyes shining. “Thank you for bringing me here.”

He swallowed hard, unable to really look at her, even when she turned back. She had it backward, though. He was the one following her around, and if he wasn’t careful, he would keep doing that until she told him to leave. There were very few things in his possession, and arguably, dignity wasn’t one of them. Still, he’d have to walk away at some point. His arms tightened around her. She leaned into him.
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Amy sat on the board, her legs dangling in the water. When they had gone a ways out, Dane dropped the sail so they could drift. He sat beside her, close enough so that she could feel his heat but far enough to miss his solidity.

“So how does a girl grow up in Florida never going to the beach?” he asked.

“Not Florida. I grew up in Louisiana.”

“You don’t have the accent.”

She shrugged. She didn’t have that one or the accent of her family. She was used to speaking differently. Even Dane had a twist on certain sounds she couldn’t emulate.

Leaning back on his hands, he looked up. “So you’re the rocket scientist. Tell me about the stars.”

“Okay.” She scanned the night sky, searching for a bright constellation. “Right there, that one’s the Northern Cross. See its shape, like an X. It was called a swan in the ancient times, and that bright star on the end—that’s its tail.”

He squinted. “Huh. Looks like a blob of stars to me. Guess they had good imaginations back then.”

“The bright star is Deneb, a blue supergiant.”

“A supergiant?”

“Between a bright giant and a hyper giant.”

“So they’re big, then?” he asked blandly.

She giggled, a sound she’d never even made before today. “It’s ten times bigger than the sun, and ten thousand times brighter.”

“Big and bright. What else? Show me another one.”

He seemed genuinely curious, so she continued. “There, beside the swan is the Lyre. It’s sort of a rhombus shape, like a harp might be. The brightest star in it is Vega. It’s one of the brightest stars in the sky, and it’s only twenty-five light-years away.”

“Only that,” he teased. “Think we can get there on this board?”

“Of course. The wind will take us out.”

He laughed as she returned his words. Was this her, this playful, flirting girl? She hardly recognized herself. It should have been scary. But all she felt was an expansive sensation in her chest, like she might float off the surfboard, as if she were already among the stars.

“That is Sagittarius. He’s a centaur.”

“What’s his story?”

“He was a warrior and a physician, but one day he was wounded by an arrow dipped in poison. Because he was immortal, he couldn’t die, but he was in horrible pain. He offered himself up to replace Prometheus, so that he was chained to the rock and eaten by the birds.”

“Well. Sucks to be him.”

Something in his voice made her shiver. She had a sudden flash of insight. His reaction to the story could tell her more about him than his words. He was quiet. Waiting, perhaps, for her to show him another constellation. Her gaze searched the sky in vain for a particular star. She wasn’t sure how she knew to use this one. The same way she knew his smile was too bright, his happiness too close to the surface, hinting at turbulent depths.

Her voice came out quieter. “There’s a group in that direction. Too dim to make out from the rest. It’s a ram.”

He met her gaze. His expression grew solemn, though his question was still flippant. “They gave the ram a story too?”

“Phrixus was a child whose parents were cruel to him. He flew away on the back of a magical ram and arrived on the shore of the Black Sea. He sacrificed the ram and used it as an offering to the king, and so he found safety.”

“Good for him,” he murmured, his eyes fathomless. Before she could determine whether she’d learned anything new, he asked, “So this is what they teach in engineering school?”

“No, but we have to learn about the stars in astronomy. The stories I read for myself.”

“Why?”

“There has to be a reason to read?”

“Obscure Greek mythology, yes.”

“Because I always—”

She blushed fiercely, realizing how quickly her most well-kept secret had nearly come tumbling out. There wasn’t much of a reason to keep it a secret from him anyway. They were in their own starry world out here, surrounded by black space and twinkling lights. Where she’d always wanted to be, and he’d brought her here.

“I always wanted to fly away. That’s what I would dream of when I was little. Even after my mom left.”

“You were still little. A child.”

“Old enough to know better. I would look out the window at night and imagine floating away.”

“How come you didn’t become an astronaut? Or a pilot?”

“I don’t know. Maybe that was my plan when I started college. But I guess I never really cared much for being among the stars. At the time I think I just wanted to get away. From Earth, from everything.”

His throat worked as he swallowed. “Did it work? Did you get away?”

“Not really.” Her voice came out hushed. He was the star with his music and his laughter. “I think I have more in common with empty space.”

He looked at her with something like bemusement. “Maybe you do.” He leaned toward her, head bent. Her breath caught as she understood his intention. She held herself very still, her fingers pressing into the unforgiving board. The water seemed suddenly sharper, swirling over her ankles.

“You hold up the stars,” he whispered. “And the planets. And everything.”

That wasn’t how it worked. She could have quoted from some textbook to prove him wrong, but the words faded away. Everything faded except for him, his lips a breath away from hers, and already she felt his kiss.

His hand came up to her cheek. The water on her cheek, on his hand, must have turned to steam beneath his searing touch. Sparks spread through her body, swift and lovely.

The press of his lips was featherlight, rubbing over hers with the gentle rock of the ocean. Each ripple tossed them closer and tore them apart. She could feel the spaces between them as strongly as the parts where they touched. The texture of his lips abraded and soothed her at once. An ache began inside her, for more, forever.

He pulled back, his eyes searching hers. Chilly air rushed between them, barely cooling the coals he’d lit across her skin.

“Okay?” he asked, his voice raw.

Droplets of water dotted his eyelashes. A soul-deep answer waited in his eyes, where she could seek out knowledge and solve for peace. He had drawn her with the whimsy of a sand castle, the fascination of a mystery. The excitement of an illicit night in the water. But she stayed each time—she overstayed—because he made her feel impossibly welcome. Like she’d never felt in her own bed, in her own country. He was her country.

She was shaken, trembling. “No,” she said and then kissed him back, firmer now. This was falling and floundering, gasping for air and finding nothing but him. Only him. She never wanted to be okay again.

The warm caress of his tongue ran the length of her lips, asking her to open. She obeyed, and his hand slid to cup her neck, tilting her head back. He eased her into it, kissing her fiercely and then retreating for her to breathe again. Her whole body felt lax. She viewed the world, and him, beneath heavy lids. A pulse began in the lower core of her body, and she understood as if she’d solved a puzzle. This was sex—not the act but the wanting. The longing. The wishing on a star.

His tongue stroked hers in a languid rhythm, awakening more knowledge within her. She tasted salt, the humid air, and the sun-fresh scent of him. Tentatively she touched her tongue against his. He froze suddenly. A low, masculine groan emerged from his throat.

“Yes. Like that,” he muttered before slanting his mouth over hers. Delving deeper, demanding more. She was eager to give it, clumsy in her newness. He didn’t seem to mind her inexperience. He showed her what to do with his mouth, patient and generous. She copied his movements, stroking him, licking him. Reveling in the feel of him the way he seemed to do for her.

Time had remained back on the dock, along with reason. She kissed him with no sense of up or down. They were at the center of space—him, her, and the worship they exchanged. Boundless, open. She breathed him in and drank him down and consumed him all in one kiss. This is all you get. The thought intruded, but she pushed it away. If this was all she had of him, she would make it be enough.

It’s everything.

She put a hand to his cheek, slippery wet and rough with stubble. Her fingers rested on the square corner of his jaw, while her palm measured the motion of his mouth. Her touch seemed to spur him on. He kissed her more hungrily, as if every slip of his tongue took them one step closer to the end. As if he’d heard it too, the threat, the warning that they wouldn’t have much longer.
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Dane tried to consume her, to breathe her in, but the more he reached for her, the more the world seemed to block his way. The sea spray seemed to increase. Rain. It fell down on her and slid between their lips, making her slippery and hard to hold on to.

He broke from her to look up. The sky was as clear as ever, crystal raindrops emerging from black night to land on his face. Drops caught in his lashes and ran down his cheeks, darting between bristle.

“Should we head back?” she asked.

“Not yet. We’re fine.”

That was a lie, but she was too inexperienced, too trusting to know better. The water would be rough in a storm, but he could handle it. The world was a gauntlet, brandishing its weapons with wind and cold and deprivation. He’d passed every trial and come out on the other end, stronger, harder.

Only Amy had managed to slip under his defenses, a weak point he’d pretended not to have. She was the real danger here, and if he couldn’t guard against her, he’d just have to do what he did best: leave.

He looked up into the dark, blinded, and bared his teeth in a primal smile. He’d learned long ago how to leave everything he cared about behind. He didn’t even find it sad anymore, or ironic. Instead it struck him as incredibly lonely.


Chapter Eight
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Collision: the close approach of particles resulting in an exchange of energy

A flash of lightning streaked across the sky. She tried to hide her reaction, but he must have felt her jump anyway. “Okay. We can head back now.”

Relief sank through her. “We don’t have to. We could—”

“We can’t be out here with lightning. Coast guard’s orders.”

She doubted he obeyed the rules of the coast guard, but then he was a much stronger swimmer. The waves had taken her by surprise, powerful even in calm weather. What would it feel like in the middle of a storm?

He helped pull her back to shore. They were already soaked and breathless, so the rain hardly mattered. It sloughed off his broad shoulders and glistening chest since he didn’t bother to wear his wet clothes. Her running shorts glued to her body in a way that would normally embarrass her. Not now, though. They walked down the sidewalk, hand in hand, the soggy towels tucked under his other arm. The marina had mostly emptied, leaving only a few amusement park workers in plastic ponchos.

When they reached her apartment building, he tugged her into an alcove. She rested with her back to the wall, breathing hard. Water dripped from his nose, his chin. Those drops drew a trail down his body, over the ripple in his throat when he swallowed, and dipped into the hollow at the base of his neck. He was so much larger than her, his shoulders broad, his arms corded with muscle. He’d been deceptively comfortable in clothes, shielded by thin cotton and worn denim. He stood still for her inspection. His forefinger tilted her chin up. She met his eyes, and God, the smoky-blue depths of them were startling. Terrifying. Her body reacted as if it were scared, heart racing and breath quickening. But it wasn’t really fear. She strained toward him, her hips arching forward while her shoulders hugged the wall. What would happen if she lost control? She already had. If she knew what steps happened next in this dance, she would take them. Instead she followed his lead, trusting him. For better or for worse, she did trust him.

“Come inside?” she asked.

“I shouldn’t.”

She frowned. “You don’t want your tuna flakes?”

He laughed. “Okay, you got me. I’ll come in.”

“Come up and stay awhile,” she amended, smiling. “I know what that means. I’m not that clueless.”

“A little clueless. You didn’t even use the secret handshake.”

“Hah! There’s no such thing.” She bit her lip. “Is there?”

“Yes, except it’s not really a secret. And it’s not really your hand.”

Laughing, she led him upstairs, where she traded in the two wet towels for dry ones. They both rubbed down, shivering in the air-conditioned room. He looked even better indoors. She could see the definition of his muscles and the smattering of hair pointing into the waistband of his boxers. His very wet boxers. He must be freezing.

“Why don’t you go take a hot shower? I can run your clothes through the dryer.”

“What’ll I wear in the meantime? I don’t think your short shorts are going to fit me.”

“Just…use the towel.” She blushed fiercely. “Until they’re dry.”

“I can do that,” he said slowly. “You should go first, then.”

“We should get your clothes started in the dryer. Besides, I’ve got water overload at the moment. I’m just enjoying being dry.”

He cocked his head. “Okay. Turn around.”

She turned her back on him and shut her eyes. Wet cloth slapped skin behind her. He must be undressing.

Dane. Naked. In her living room. The dryer door opened and closed, though she barely heard it over the pounding of her heart.

“I can’t convince you to join me, can I?”

Say yes, damn it! Her throat was too dry to speak. “Uh…”

“Don’t worry. It’s okay. As long as you’re here when I come out.”

The bathroom door shut, and water switched on. She started the dryer, wishing she’d had the courage to take what she wanted. He was the easiest person to be with, but she was too new at this. Too scared. Of what? That he would leave her? If she didn’t get her act together, he definitely would. He hadn’t put any pressure on her, and he wouldn’t, but he was still male. A healthy, handsome male in his prime who could do better than tentative kisses in the dark.

Do you want to keep him? she asked herself, and the answer came unequivocally. Yes.

She changed into dry clothes while he showered. When he padded out with a white towel wrapped around his waist, she had already planned what to say.

“Will you stay the night?”

He frowned. “Amy, you don’t need to do that. I can be gone in a few minutes. Or now.”

“I want you to stay.”

“If you could see yourself.” He shook his head. “You look…freaked out. Or worried. Not how I want you to look if you’re really asking me to stay.”

God, this was hard. It wasn’t enough to ask him? She had to look a certain way, sexy or carefree. She was neither.

“I don’t want you to go out into the rain so late.”

“Now that I believe.” He seemed to consider it. “I can sleep on the sofa until the storm clears.”

“No,” she said quickly. Faced with his departure, with the thought of him curled up on the uncomfortable sofa, she knew exactly what she wanted—and found she wasn’t afraid to ask for it. She stepped closer and touched two fingers to his forearm. “Please stay with me.”

He searched her eyes. “I won’t push you to do anything.”

Sadness tugged at her despite her answering smile. “I know.”

Her bedroom was small and square, with a double bed and not much else. Bare walls, pale sheets. Navy-blue curtains blocked out the light, so at least she could pretend to sleep in on the weekends. He took in the sparse room with appreciation. Sometimes he seemed so happy with everything about her. Impossibly happy, like she’d conjured him up in a dream.

“What’s wrong, pretty girl?”

Startled, she looked at him. “I don’t want you to go.”

She didn’t just mean now. His eyes bored into her, digging out the truth of her question and making a mockery of her defenses. With a tug of her wrist he pulled her close. His chin rested on her head, tucking her in. She accepted him greedily, burrowing deeper.

“Not yet,” he murmured, answering her question. Comforting and worrying her at once. The truth was light and dark, sun and rain. He was with her now, but he wouldn’t always be. They had carefully avoided any discussion of the future with the mutual understanding that there would be none. She knew her reservations but not his. In the end it didn’t really matter why. She wanted more…for him to never leave. Not yet. That was all he could give her.

Already invisible grains of sand were funneling through the hourglass. There was a freedom in the time limit. She could be needy and generous. Now or never.

He pulled back the covers and waited until she crawled in. He followed more slowly, holding the towel as he scooted to lie down. She reached for him, but he shook his head.

“Not like that. Too tempting.”

He gestured for her to turn over, so she did. She curled around the pillow, shivering slightly as his body curved around hers from behind. His arm rested over her body. His breath blew gently at the back of her neck. She felt surrounded by him, warmed both inside and out. She moved restlessly in his embrace.

He grunted. “This is still too tempting.”

“Oh, sorry, should I…” Her voice trailed off as she became aware of a hardness pressing against her bottom. Was that…? It was.

“Pretend that’s not there.”

“Okay.” But she couldn’t. The pressure was only slight, but now that she knew about it, it was all she could think about. Her mind had focused on the skin right there, sending up goose bumps to scout the terrain. She squirmed slightly.

“Jesus.”

“I know you said you weren’t going to push me to do something. But if you were…”

“No. You’re not ready.” He sounded like he was trying to convince himself.

She was nineteen years old. How much more ready could she be? Her body was certainly setting off all kinds of sensory timers, a tightening in her breasts and a warm ache low in her belly.

“Show me. Please.” She remembered how he’d asked her to tell him about the constellations. “Show me a star,” she whispered, hoping he’d understand.

He did. His low, yielding groan said as much. “Just don’t turn around.”

As she had by the dryer earlier, she obediently faced away from him. She dutifully closed her eyes. If he needed the dark, she would give him that. If he needed space, she would make herself still.

His hand slipped around her waist. The muscles in her stomach tightened at the foreign feel of him. He reached lower, beneath the waistband of her shorts. He paused.

“I’m just going to make you feel good.”

He already made her feel good, but she let him. Stayed still and quiet and facing away as his fingertips brushed the private hair and secret skin between her legs. He found that ache. It felt bright and radiant in her body, but he showed her its source. A single point. He showed her a star and then made her burn even hotter. Instead of calming, the ache intensified. Her whole body was consumed with him, with pleasure—with a strange and reckless urgency.

Her hips began to rock in jagged little waves while her brain was already underwater, drowning. Small moans escaped her mouth on every flick and twist and circle of his fingers. He pulled those sounds from her as effortlessly as he plucked his guitar. Even the song he’d sung for her that day took on a different meaning, a darker, sexual meaning as he drove her on.

“Dane. Please.”

“What, baby? Tell me.”

He was teasing her. Oh God, she’d never live through this. She was incinerating within his grasp, bursting into flames where his open mouth pressed to the base of her neck.

She whimpered. “Please.”

His groan suffused the air with dark desperation. “Yes.”

His fingers sped up, finding a rhythm. Her breath stuttered from her throat. His erection burned hotly against the base of her back. She rocked against it.

“Jesus, Amy.”

The pleasure converged into the place he touched, and she burst. Quicksilver poured through her body, spreading out to her limbs. Relief streaked white-hot through a black canvas sky. She called out his name; Dane, Dane, Dane. He was the one who’d brought her here, the only one who could find her.

[image: *]*

Dane woke up in the early hours of the morning, still holding Amy in his arms. He closed his eyes and breathed deep, trying to stamp this moment in his memory.

The faint whiff of sex had him hard and eager. Jesus, he’d wanted her so bad last night. She wasn’t ready, he reasoned, and besides, she’d needed this more. Never been hugged or kissed, like some kind of outcast in her own home. He’d resolved to hold her during the night, but when she’d asked him, when she’d pressed back with her hips…the temptation had been fierce.

She’d come apart in his arms and then fallen asleep just like that. So damned trusting. Leaving him in her apartment like she wasn’t worried he’d steal something. But she didn’t know who he was, what he was. He’d lied to her. A lie by omission, at least.

He had to leave. Now, before she woke up.

Pulling away from her body, leaving her warmth behind, was physically painful. She stirred slightly, her lashes fluttering. Her full lips reminded him of kissing her on the surfboard, and goddamn, that did nothing to stem his arousal. Her face was relaxed in sleep. He imagined her expression turning to disgust or pity when she learned the truth. Time to go.

He found his clothes in the dryer and his tuna flakes on the counter before starting the walk back to his place. His place. What a joke. He didn’t have a place. You could get one, he reminded himself. But he didn’t know if that was true.

Dark gray skies hovered over slick streets. The Roxy was still quiet as he passed. Of course the guys wouldn’t be up yet. He walked through the puddles.

Physically he felt like shit. Blue balls had kept him up long after she’d fallen asleep. His stomach was bitching that they’d skipped dinner last night. Still, his step was light. Their moments on the board and in her bed had been too damned sweet not to smile. He had learned early how to pay for what he wanted, even when the price was steep. He might never see her again, leaving her without an explanation he couldn’t give—but he’d never regret the night they’d had.

A block away he saw the shadow of a long feline form. He grinned but kept going. Once he reached his crumbling parking garage, he breathed a little easier. He climbed the fire escape to the roof, then took the stairs down to his parking spot. A handful of other people lived here, on the lower levels mostly.

Joe was one of the oldest, and he sometimes came to the roof. To sunbathe, he said. Dane looked at him now with bleary eyes.

“Someone came by for you,” he mumbled, not stirring from his perch on the rail.

It made Dane nervous how he sat on the ledge like the stray cats sometimes did. But Joe wasn’t a cat, and Dane sometimes wondered if one day he’d fall off. Or decide to fall off. And if Dane would be the one to find him.

He nodded. “Thanks, man.”

Probably Freddy coming to check on him. A mostly safe place to stay, friends who gave a shit. The situation was the best he’d ever had, so he had nothing to complain about. Except that he was so far away from Amy, light-years away.

Outside his old truck, he opened the container of tuna flakes and poured a little over the dry kibble. He knocked on the back hatch, and it flipped open with a loud creak. The beat-up red pickup was a relic from the six months when he thought he might get his shit together. He’d worked mornings at a bar, cleaning up after the night’s mess. A steady gig with decent pay, until the owner decided he needed to go legit. No more paying under the table. And so Dane had driven away.

On the bed of the truck, beneath the pop-up camper, he lay down on the mat. Maybe he’d catch a few hours of sleep. He let himself drift, trying to forget. Or maybe not. A shuffling sound alerted him to an intruder. Hugo wandered through the curtain, his fluffy tail flicking and whiskers twitching. Dane wasn’t really a cat person, but Hugo had won him over. More to the point, the fur ball had moved in and refused to leave. Ballsy, like he didn’t give a shit. Dane saw through that. He was damn good at the move himself. But Dane didn’t have the heart to make him go. Besides, Hugo had turned out to be quiet, self-sufficient, and cuddly. He followed Dane around without a leash, always stopping a block away from home and waiting until he returned.

Hugo curled up in his usual spot on Dane’s chest.

Dane scrunched his nose. “Really? You had to roll in it?”

His only answer was a silent purr. With a sigh he turned his head. A slightly damp, fish-smelling cat was not a great bedmate and far less appealing than the one he’d just left, but it suited him just fine. Suited his life, such as it was.

Would the other path have led him to Amy? Maybe. If he were educated and stable, he would have been eligible to keep her. But he might not have even met her. It was impossible to know, to guess which one was the right choice. At the time he’d left home, he hadn’t felt like there was a choice. But it had been.

It was a choice now too.

He could try to find those things, but he didn’t have any skills or training. He didn’t have a driver’s license or any form of identification. All he had was a few folks who would vouch for him and some money stashed under the hood of his broken-down truck. Speaking of which…

Forcing himself up, he rounded the truck and felt under the hood for the magnetic box. Still there. A little whoosh of relief sank through him, because it hadn’t always been this way. His safety net, over a thousand bucks, would have been a fucking godsend his first couple years on the street.

The bills were faded and splattered with paint. Most of it came from a job with a construction crew that had lasted six straight months. They’d been grueling days, starting from five a.m., when he’d waited with the other guys to get picked up by the truck, and ending twelve hours later and a hundred bucks richer.

That had been sweet, and he’d thought that would be his turning point—that he’d finally save enough to rent a room somewhere. That he’d finally make shit happen. Then the housing business had gone bust and so had that pipe dream.

Still, the money had let him make his way to the island. He’d worked when he could and drawn from the stash when he couldn’t. The money had also let him take a pretty girl to the damn Ferris wheel. He pulled a couple of twenties from the fold, calling himself ten kinds of an idiot. As if a few ride tickets were a magic wand he could wave and become someone else.

He laughed without humor. Goddamn idiot.

Footsteps came from the stairwell, and he shoved the money back into the hood. He reached for the knife he kept tucked against the sideboard. The island had been pretty safe compared to Miami and the other cities he’d passed through. It was one of the reasons he’d settled here for the past year. But he wasn’t fool enough to think a rusted car was safe. Drugs and desperation made a man’s life worth very little.

Remy rounded the corner, and Dane relaxed. He had been lucky enough to make friends on the island. That was another reason he’d stayed so long. Remy was one of them.

“Where the hell you been?” Remy’s eyebrow rose, the silver hoop glinting in the faint light.

Some of Dane’s frustration eased. He managed a small smile. “I’m right here, aren’t I?”

“You don’t call. You don’t write. I’m starting to think you don’t care.”

He snorted, but a part of him wondered… No. Remy knew the deal. Hell, he’d been the one to spell it out for Dane at the beginning.

Dane hopped onto the hood, leaving half of it empty in silent invitation. The truck dipped as Remy joined him. He didn’t say anything as he reclined on the dented metal, feet hooked on the bumper.

The quiet wasn’t uncomfortable, not with Remy. One thing they tended to have a lot of was time. With his head propped on his hand, Dane stared up at the sky.

The stars winked at him through the hole in the roof. Another parking spot would have stayed drier—and warmer when it mattered—but he liked to watch the stars at night. They winked at him now as if sharing a secret. It was almost romantic, if he ignored the metal rebars protruding from the broken concrete roof. He wished someone else were with him, stretched across his beat-up truck—and that killed the illusion. Because if Amy were here, she’d be disgusted with him.

“Anything going on?” Remy’s voice was light, but for him to ask at all was downright invasive. One of the first rules you learned on the street was not to ask questions.

“Same old,” he lied. Amy wasn’t like anything he’d ever had.

But then he didn’t really have her. His attachment to her was based on a lie. He was drowning in his own fucking lies—sucking down saltwater, but it only made him thirstier.

“And you?” he asked, turning the tables.

“Same old,” Remy repeated, but it lacked the solid ring of truth.

He huffed a laugh and put the heels of his hands to his eyes. Jesus. “Look at us,” he said, the words resigned. Just fucking look at them with the same old bullshit.

A hand on his hip made him jerk. “What—”

“Come on.” Remy’s voice was low and urgent. “Like old times.”

Dane’s breath came quicker as he struggled to think. His body went from zero to sixty, already primed from days with Amy, from nights of dreaming about her. His dick had no morality. It pulsed at Remy’s practiced grip through the denim. Shit.

“Remy. We can’t—” He broke off, not entirely sure they couldn’t. Not sure he shouldn’t, if it would finally mean relief. Maybe he’d be able to think straight again. Then he wouldn’t go sniffing around a woman he had no business with. He wouldn’t see her again…

“I’ll suck you off,” Remy murmured.

An uneven sound came from him, because that did sound good. Really good. His mind turned hazy, a product of a long-ass dry spell and the gentle pressure of Remy’s hand. He tried to push through it. He might be an asshole enough to accept a blowjob from a guy he suspected wanted more than he could give. But he wouldn’t be an asshole enough to let Remy leave with a hard-on. So they’d…what? Get each other off? It had happened before. No strings. Mutual relief. That was how Remy had pitched it to him their first time. A warm mouth was better than his cold, stiff fingers any day.

But not today. Now his mind was filled with dark eyes, the lights in them as mysterious and distant as the stars. He hadn’t made any promises to her. He never made any promises. It didn’t matter. Just the thought of being with someone else was a betrayal. And the fingers tugging down his zipper—yeah, that was definitely a betrayal.

Even if she’d never know. Even if she wouldn’t care.

“Stop.” To his own ears he sounded drugged. Horny, that was what he was. “I’m sorry, man. I—can’t do this.”

Remy’s hand froze but didn’t move way. “You with someone?”

Not the way he meant. Out here you were either fucking someone or you weren’t. Exclusive was a loose term, and the shit Remy did after dark wouldn’t count. That type of arrangement was a million miles away from what Dane had with Amy. And what he had with Amy, considering the way he’d left her without a goodbye, considering they had no future, was basically nothing.

“No, I just… I’m sorry, man.” He pushed himself up—and away, so they were no longer touching. So that his erection had absolutely nothing to do but hurt.

Yeah, he was an idiot.

Remy stood up, his movements rough. He ran a hand through his hair. “What the fuck. You’ve changed.”

At another time he could have defended himself. So what if he didn’t want to screw around tonight. Except it wasn’t just for tonight, and Remy seemed to understand that. He had changed, though he wasn’t sure how to define it. He wasn’t sure it was a good change either.

“Look, I’ll come by, okay? See you and the rest of the guys. Okay?”

It was an olive branch—a very small and pitiful one.

Remy made a frustrated sound in his throat. “Yeah, sure.” He turned to leave.

“Wait.”

“What is it?” Remy wouldn’t look at him, and he deserved that.

Dane bent to pick up the gold ring where it had fallen. He held it, palm open. “Don’t lose this.”

Remy took it with a muttered, “Thanks.”

“You ever think about getting out?” Dane asked softly. The question could have been about hooking or just living on the streets. It didn’t even matter. He meant it wider, as if the actual act of working for something more could be worth something.

Remy seemed to give it real thought. He cocked his head and sent him an unreadable look. “No, man. I don’t. But if you get the chance, you take it.”

Dane waited until he was alone before scrubbing a hand over his face. He was too tired to think about this. And too damn wired to focus on anything but his hard-on. A breeze blew in from the open wall, but it didn’t cool him much. It was going to be a long day.


Chapter Nine
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Zenith: the point directly overhead

Amy rubbed her eyes, staring at the monitor. A quiet hum indicated she was alone in the large, low-ceilinged office. The rectangular tiles were antique beige, like the pages of an old book. Gray cubicle walls divided the space into rows and the rows into cubbies.

Her gaze flicked down to the clock on her screen. Seven o’clock. She could head home now and pick up a sandwich on the way. She’d done so most nights in the two months that she’d been here. And in college and high school. Eating alone, almost living alone. She hadn’t known what she was missing. How empty an apartment could seem, ringing with the memory of quiet laughter. How cold it was without strong arms to hold her.

Maybe she would go to Kelly’s fiesta after all. She’d begged off when Kelly left, saying she might be too tired. That was a lie. She wasn’t tired. She was bored. Being around people would do her good. Besides, she only had to stay for a few minutes.

Decided, she closed up her work and headed off campus. Using her phone, she found Kelly’s house in an affluent neighborhood with a neat row of two-story, pink-brick houses with brown stucco roofs. A few cars sat in front, so she parked on the other side.

She started to cross the street and froze in the middle. Was that a…turkey? No, the colorful plumage clued her in. A peacock. In the middle of a suburban neighborhood. She’d heard people complain about them—the noise and the mess—but it was still a shock to see such bright feathers amid the pink-brick houses. The large bird climbed the curb and strutted down the sidewalk.

Kelly opened the door with a huge smile. “You made it!”

Amy was ushered inside. This was a different Kelly from work. Possibly a drunk Kelly, considering her rosy cheeks and slurred words. Four other women were already gathered around the kitchen island with drinks and cooking utensils in hand. She recognized two of them from the office. They welcomed her with smiles and didn’t make her feel silly for not knowing what half the items were. Her kitchen knowledge was limited to the spatula.

“Can I get you a drink?” Kelly asked. “I’ve got margaritas.”

“No, thanks,” Amy answered.

“Oh, that’s right. I forgot you’re not quite of age yet.” She winked. “We can probably look the other way.”

The frosty yellow drink didn’t look particularly appetizing. “Just water will be fine.”

“So, how are you liking Cape Canaveral?” one of the women asked.

“It’s lovely,” Amy answered honestly. The loveliest place she’d ever been, in Dane’s tight embrace. “Very pretty too. Did you know there’s a peacock outside?”

“Oh, the peacocks,” another said knowingly. “I’m surprised you haven’t seen them around. They run the island more than we do.”

“They’re awful.” Kelly sat on a stool. “They leave shit on the ground, and I swear one of them scratched my car once.”

Amy accepted a small plate of chips and guacamole with thanks. “Why are there so many?”

Kelly shrugged. “Some people were breeding them, back in the ’50s. Then they started creating nests in the woods, and we can’t get rid of them. They’re like—what’s the word?” She snapped her fingers. “Squatters.”

“I think it’s pretty cool that they’re allowed to roam free, especially if they cause problems.”

“Well, sometimes people get mad about it, but mostly we just let them be. Part of the island atmosphere, I suppose. Live and let live.”

Yes, that sounded right. There was a certain happy-go-lucky vibe to the place. It had struck her as foreign at first. On her more judgmental days, lazy. But that was only because she hadn’t been able to absorb the feeling for herself, hadn’t felt the freedom that came with it. On the board, sitting in the middle of the ocean, she’d felt it. No one had known where she was, no one could see her. Just as she had dreamed from her childhood window, she could float away.

Kelly led them as they chopped peppers and onions. They made an entire feast—fajitas, enchiladas, quesadillas. Far more food than the six of them could manage, but they continued to cook and eat. Amy found herself sucked into the circle and happily so, learning tidbits about Jenny’s three kids and Mariah’s husband.

“What about you?” Mariah asked. “Is there a lucky guy in the picture?”

Amy looked up from the corn she was stripping. “No. I mean…”

Mariah leaned in. “Come on. You can tell us. We’ve all been there.”

Still she hesitated, examining the sense of secrecy she felt surrounding Dane. A sense of possession, as if she owned a piece of him, and really, that decided her. She had no hold on him whatsoever—that much had been clear on waking up to an empty apartment. No note. No phone calls afterward, especially since they had never exchanged numbers. She needed advice.

“There’s this guy.” At this all the women focused on her, faces alight with anticipation. “He’s funny and smart and handsome. When we’re together, it seems like he likes me, but I don’t know. He doesn’t tell me much about himself.”

“The strong and silent type?”

“He’s pretty outgoing, actually.”

“Uh-oh. Could he have a girlfriend?”

She winced. He hadn’t promised her fidelity, hadn’t promised her anything, which meant there could be another girl in the picture. One who didn’t shiver at the lightest touch of his hand. But no, he had shown her around without a hint of fear of being seen. Besides, she couldn’t believe it of him.

“I don’t think so.”

“Well, does he know you like him?”

Of course he did.

Unless he didn’t.

She’d never told him, but one didn’t come out and say such things, did they? She wasn’t even sure what words to use or what she’d expect him to say back. I like you. I love you. She’d never said either of those before, to anyone. Her family was family. They didn’t discuss feelings, only obligations. They didn’t hug or hold hands either, so maybe they weren’t the best models to follow.

Besides, what she really wanted to say was, Be near me.

Be near me so that I can be near you.
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Dane headed toward the park. Rain had continued to fall in the days since he’d been with Amy, but today the skies looked clear. The sidewalks had dried out under the heavy sun, leaving only the grass with lingering marshy effects.

His guitar bumped gently against his side as he maneuvered through the lunchtime crowds. He had been playing more often lately. Composing too. There was a tune in his head, a pretty, haunting refrain that reminded him of midnight silk and endless night sky. Words fitted themselves to the notes. The sun lights up her face, but she lights up the sun; I still haven’t told her she’s the one. Too sappy and too revealing and overall too much, but he’d learned long ago not to fight the music.

He saw first the sunlight on the crown of her head, a stark white contrast to her straight black hair. Hair he knew was impossibly soft and smelled sweet with hints of coconut. That came from her shampoo. He had sniffed the bottles around her bathtub, stealing each scent like a painting or a statue that would make his world richer in the future.

She wasn’t eating lunch this time. Her eyes were trained on the horizon. Did she still dream of flying away? He could have told her it wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. At some point he’d had to come back down, and the crash hurt more than he’d expected. Admitting that would have given away more than he was prepared to.

He hadn’t planned on seeing her again, either.

He had a sepia memory of losing his red balloon at a carnival and watching in boyish horror as it disappeared into the clouds. His parents, being generous about most things, had gotten him another balloon, which he’d brought home. It had taken days for it to sink to the ground in the corner of his room. He’d found it weeks later, shriveled up among his toys. If something was going to leave him, better that he watch it fly away whole rather than let it die in his company.

He sat down on the bench beside her. She didn’t stir, though he knew she felt him there. Maybe she was pissed about him leaving the way he had. Maybe she just didn’t have that good of a time. He remembered her shaking in his arms.

“I’m sorry I left without saying goodbye.”

“Did you have to be somewhere early?”

He couldn’t accept her gently offered excuse. “No.”

She was quiet again. Tell me to get lost, he thought. Tell me I’m not good enough for you. Because Lord knew he wasn’t, in ways she wasn’t even aware of yet.

“Don’t be mad,” he said, hollow.

“I like you.”

Startled, he looked at her. Her glance, shadowed beneath dark lashes, was wary. A sense of pride expanded his chest, crowding out the fear that had dogged him since he’d left her last. Well, okay. She liked him.

“I’ve decided you don’t have to say it back,” she added quickly.

“Oh, you’ve decided that, have you?” A slow smile spread across his face. “Well, I like you back. No question.”

He felt himself leaning toward her on the bench, reaching for her now that he knew she wouldn’t burn him. She scooted toward him, soft and heart-crushingly eager. His jaw tightened. He spoke against her hair. “Look, I want you to know…if I could be more open with you, I would be.”

“I know.”

Her words caught him in the chest, her trust a blow to his cracked defenses. He wished she trusted him a little bit less, even though he knew it would kill him to see disillusionment in her eyes. If she were more experienced, she would be demanding answers. If she had any deception in her heart, she would recognize it in his.

“How long can you stay? I can grab us some food.” He glanced back at the street vendors. “Pretzels. Did you like the tacos?”

“Too messy.” She squirmed slightly. “I didn’t know you saw me then.”

“I’ve always seen you. I can’t stop seeing you.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

“Only because it will hurt when you leave.”

He noticed she didn’t contradict him by promising to stay. Smart girl.

She pointed to a smaller cart with pictures of popsicles pasted to the front. “Can we get some ice cream? I only have a few minutes before I have to head back.”

Disappointment made him tighten his hold around her shoulders. He wasn’t ready to let her go. He’d come back and sit with her tomorrow. And the next day. He could live in the park for all he cared, and if his building was ever raided, he really might.

“Sure. Sounds great.”

“Would you like to go on a date with me Friday?” She faced him, so serious.

He couldn’t help it. He kissed her nose. “Of course, but remind me how that’s different from what we did last time?”

“This time I’m planning it.”

He cocked an eyebrow. “You say that like a warning. Should I be afraid?”

“I’ve never planned a date before.”

“Don’t worry, pretty girl. Show up and you’re halfway there. Talk to me and you’re all the way.”

As they walked to the ice-cream cart, a few seagulls swooped low. Amy shrieked in surprise, and, laughing, he covered her head with his hand in case one decided to drop a white bomb.

She looked up to follow the birds’ path, a half smile on her face.

“They get so close. I’m still not used to it.”

“They’re hungry. Don’t feed them, or they’ll never leave you alone.”

And really, he should know.
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Looking at herself in the mirror, Amy wished she’d gone on more dates. Or…any dates. They could have been like dress rehearsals for tonight. Instead she smoothed her black dress and eyed its plainness critically. Not that a sexier, more fashionable choice would have been better. She would have just looked ridiculous. At least now, if she squinted, her straight black hair and straight black dress had a classic elegance. Yes, she would stick to that story. Sighing, she turned away.

The walk to the park calmed her nerves. A rather long way in total, but she preferred to meet him so as to leave the date’s end more open. Besides, her shoes were crazy comfortable.

Dane was on their bench as she approached, up on the back with his feet on the seat. He hopped off when he saw her and jogged the short distance to her, matching her stride and holding her hand in a move so smooth they might always have done this. On the same path, like two bodies in the same orbit. Except, she thought wryly, those two bodies in space would crash into each other.

“I’ve missed you,” he said easily.

“We’ve been apart for…six hours.”

“It felt like double that, I swear.”

She laughed. “What do you do when you’re not with me?”

Her heart dropped. The words had spilled from her lips before she could catch them. She hadn’t meant to pry at all—and so bluntly. Whatever time or space he needed, she would give him. There was very little a girl such as her had to offer, but privacy was one of them.

He said nothing for a minute. She was prepared for him to ignore her misstep or respond with a joke.

“I walk,” he said. “On the beach. In the morning, in the afternoon. But especially at night.”

“At night?”

“After dark.”

“Aren’t you worried about…I don’t know, getting bitten or something. Don’t things come out at night?”

He seemed amused. “Like what? There are crabs sometimes, especially if a fish washed up. But they only pinch if you step on them. They’re more afraid of you than you are of them.”

That sounded a little too National Geographic. “With my luck I would step on one. And then fall on the rest of them.

“I’d catch you.”

She ducked her head so he wouldn’t see her smile. Facing down, she didn’t anticipate his move until he blocked her path. Her step faltered, but his didn’t. He kept walking—backward. His grin challenged her to say something about it. What could she say in the face of all that long-limbed grace? It was one of life’s perversions that a guy this hot and talented wouldn’t trip. Either that or he knew this particular sidewalk really well.

He held out his hand, a large conch shell in his palm.

It was a big one, and she eyed the line of his lean hips and faded jeans, wondering where exactly he’d been keeping it.

“Take it.”

“It’s for me?”

“I found this one washed up. Most of the time the animal is still living inside, but it was long gone. It had lived a long life too. Feel how heavy it is. The shell gets thicker as they get older.”

She stopped walking as she accepted the pink shell and examined it. Her heart felt like it was sitting in the vicinity of her throat, making it hard to talk. “You’re giving me this.”

“It’s actually sort of special because of how big it is, without being broken.” He said all this apologetically, as if she would, or even could, reject his gift for any reason. “The kind people sell on the side of the road tend to be smaller. Mostly they gut them even though you’re not supposed to.”

She blinked.

He swore under his breath. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.”

“No, it’s not that. I just never…” She gestured at the conch. “And you…”

He figured it out. “So, your family didn’t do presents, either?”

A rough breath moved through her whole body. She shook her head.

Why hadn’t that ever struck her as weird before? Kids in her class would talk about what they got for their birthday or Christmas, and Amy would just…sit there. Pretending it didn’t matter. Even the kids whose parents weren’t from America got Christmas presents. Their parents must have caught on…while hers had been in a different country.

“Thank you.”

He looked like he might say something else, but in the end he nodded. “No problem, Cornell.”

She had no hold on him, no right to him, but she wanted him anyway. All her life she’d kept quiet as the things she wanted passed her by. But not with him. He was the most selfish thing she’d ever done, and she wasn’t through yet. “Come,” she said on a rushed breath. “I want you to come to my graduation. Next spring. If the offer still stands.”

A slow smile spread over his face. “First the date, now this. If you keep this up, I’m going to think you like me.”

Her blush couldn’t be contained. It spread from her cheeks down her chest and all the way to her toes. His soft chuckle only fanned the flames, but he didn’t say anything else as they continued toward the space center.

The shell was heavy in her hand, in her heart. He’d given her something important, and she felt compelled to give him something back. She didn’t have any gifts, though. All she had was what she knew, what she saw. What she heard.

She looked at him sideways. “The way you played the other day, what do you call that?”

His body posture changed, grew withdrawn, but he didn’t look away. “Doesn’t have a name, I guess. Just something I mess around with.”

“It was beautiful. And really special. I just wanted to tell you that. That I noticed it, and I loved it. I couldn’t grab hold of the beat, but I felt it anyway.”

“Thank you,” he said, blushing. “Do you play?”

“Never,” she said a little too vehemently. At his raised eyebrow she explained, “Years of piano lessons and sore fingers.”

He didn’t respond, but he linked his hand with hers. His finger pad, rough with the callus of hard practice, ran gently along the curve of her forefinger, soothing away a phantom ache. He held her that way for the rest of the walk.

The research center was only a mile away from the Kennedy Space Center and often used its facilities. The space center had an area open to the public, like a museum and observatory in one.

“You can go in, but we’ll be closing soon,” the woman at the booth said. “No refunds.”

Amy slid the tickets underneath the window.

She glanced at the tickets with Jared’s note and scrawling signature. “Wait, these’ll get you into the back. Let me call someone to take you there.”

A friendly woman named Wendy escorted them inside. The expansive foyer was a blast of commercial astronomy with large posters hanging on the walls and a gift shop to the side. They continued back into an area marked Staff Only and through an elaborate series of wide halls.

The building that housed the telescope looked like a warehouse with white concrete walls and metal rafters. It had that older, almost industrial feel of the research center building. But this space was much larger, built for transporting and storing massive, powerful equipment. A sense of excitement ran through her that had nothing and everything to do with the man beside her. This was what she’d loved about astronomy. It was why she’d wanted to do research here.

“You just caught me,” Wendy said, leading them to the large white telescope. “I was on my way out the door.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean to keep you,” Amy said.

“Not at all. I love showing off the old girl.” She patted the thick metal base. “Let me position it, and you can climb up.”

Amy climbed the orange ladder first, pulling Dane behind her. She wasn’t sure they were allowed to stand up here two at a time, but she figured Wendy would correct her if needed. Even two steps below her, he was the same height. He smelled good too. His hair was a small bit darker than usual. Wet, she guessed, from a recent shower. Her stomach flipped over imagining him grooming himself to come see her, wanting to look good for her, maybe preparing to be intimate. She forced her gaze away.

Amy peeked first, startled by the clarity. She had scoped plenty in college through the powerful telescope there, but it wasn’t this strong. Enchanted, she stared at the lovely sight for a minute before scooting aside so Dane could look.

“It’s a red flare,” she murmured. “There are explosions on the surface, which is why it looks like it’s flickering.”

His grin was pleased and a little bit stunned. She’d made that smile.

Wendy realigned the scope again. Amy supposed she usually gave the tour, so to speak, pointing out what was there. She kindly let Amy do the honors, whispering over planets and stars.

“Oh,” she breathed. “Look at it.”

She moved aside until he bent to look. “That’s Mars. And see that yellow spot in the bottom right? That’s a dust storm.”

Dane didn’t move. He just stared at her with a funny half smile. Only then did she realize how animated she was being.

More shyly she prodded. “You’re not looking.”

“Am too,” he said, just like the night on the Ferris wheel.

She probably did look strange for someone usually reserved. Inside she felt the whole range of emotions—fear, pain, and, less often, joy. Her exterior hid it all because of how she was made and how she was raised. Even in the rare moments of fury at her mother, she had looked into the mirror and seen a blank face staring back at her. The stars had always been the exception, drawing her excitement to the surface.

And him.

He was also an exception, raising passion and awareness across her skin. A living, breathing exception who peered into the telescope and made an appreciative noise. When he pulled back, his face was thoughtful. He’d shaved recently, his jaw as smooth as she’d ever seen. Her fingers twitched, wanting to run across the edge of his jaw.

“We should probably get going,” she whispered.

His lips twitched as if he guessed the direction of her thoughts. “No argument here. You’re the boss today, remember?”

That made her smile. “And tomorrow?”

“And the next day and the next, until you decide to fire me.”

“What if I don’t ever?”

He faced her solemnly. “Then I’d be yours to keep.”

She had never before seen the flecks of green, like sparks of emerald embedded in blue rock. There was pain in those eyes. Tiny lines in the tender skin around them. What have you seen? What have you been through?

Wendy cleared her throat from below. “If there’s anything else you wanted to see…”

Amy scooted back, where she could breathe again. “No, that was perfect. Thank you so much.”

“If you ever want to come back here, just ask for me by name. You too, Dane.”

He saluted her. “Yes, ma’am.”

They picked up two bags of freeze-dried “astronaut” ice cream from the gift shop and headed back. And of course, she had the conch shell he’d given her. Amy led the way back to her apartment, a more direct route than going by the park.

The buildings down this street crowded together. She’d gotten lost once in that direction and found herself in a seedier part of town, where most of the stores and restaurants were boarded up. Her apartment perched between the abandoned part of town and the newer apartment complexes.

The warmth and connection from holding his hand was addictive. If she never saw him again, never spoke to him again, this might be what she missed most of all. Like the astronauts who kept a tether to the shuttle to keep them from drifting away, he anchored her.

His hand was larger than hers, with square fingertips and a dusting of hair on the back. Her skin was darker than his, except through some trick of moonlight, her hand looked pale enclosed in his. He tightened his hold. When she looked up, she saw he’d been watching her.

“Well, well. What do we have here?” The voice came from the shadows between two buildings.

A man emerged from the darkness, not as tall as Dane but stockier. Stronger? Maybe. Scarier? Definitely. She reached for the shell, as if she could use it as a weapon—and then felt silly. This was Cape Canaveral, not a dangerous inner city. Plus she wasn’t positive she could ruin the only present she’d ever gotten, even to protect herself.

Dane yanked her, so that she stood half behind him. Unease twisted her stomach.

“What are you doing here?” Dane asked evenly.

The other man raised his eyebrow. “Do you really want me to answer that in front of your girlfriend?”

Dane’s body shifted slightly, enough to answer for him. “I don’t have anything to say to you, Kurt.”

Kurt laughed. “And yet here you are. Worried I’ll spill the beans? Your buddies have been wondering where you’ve been.” He gave Amy a once-over that made her shiver. “Doesn’t seem like a big deal to me. Unless you’ve got a fetish for tiny tits.”

Dane’s body went rigid. Thinly restrained violence charged the air. His hand loosened, ready to let go, but she held on tight. She could be the anchor. She could tether him to safety. “Don’t,” she whispered. “It’s okay.”

“Listen to your girlfriend. She knows what’s up. Or maybe she doesn’t.”

“Shut your mouth and walk away.”

Kurt smirked. “This is my corner.”

Dane swore quietly. “Come on.”

He pulled her, not quite gently, down the street. She took two steps for his every one. Only when they had turned two corners did he slow down enough for her to catch her breath. Even her eminently practical shoes pinched her heels after that little sprint.

“I’m sorry you had to see that,” he said tightly, still not looking at her. She hated that most of all, the way he kept his emotions hidden. That was the real Dane: a secret. Not the happy-go-lucky guy, nor the one who wanted to start a fight in the alley. But the wound he needed to hide, that was real.

“It wasn’t your fault,” she told him.

But she didn’t tell him she’d met Kurt before. He wouldn’t like that, and all she wanted to do was please him.


Chapter Ten
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Eclipse: the blocking of one celestial body by another

Dane struggled to get his anger under control. He didn’t even know why he was so fucked up. He’d handled Kurt before. He’d handled worse than Kurt before and come out relatively unscathed, so why was his heart beating fast and hard like he’d just taken some bad shit? Even drugs had never affected him like this.

But Amy did. She had seen.

Even though she probably didn’t know what it meant. When he had mentioned that was his street corner, she wouldn’t know Kurt was hooking. When he’d alluded to Dane’s secrets and his friends, she’d have no way of knowing that he was a fucking homeless bum and so were they.

At least Lizzy hadn’t been there this time. That thought drew him up short. She wasn’t working with Kurt, was she? He didn’t give a shit about the moral implications of that, but soliciting on the street was crazy dangerous. He still felt responsible for her, which was stupid considering he could barely handle his own shit, much less someone else’s.

The collision between the two worlds had taken him by surprise. The street life, the stupid fights, that was the real Dane. This other side of him, the laughing, don’t-give-a-shit part he played so no one could tell how much he hated this life—that was the fake Dane. The only side he’d ever showed Amy. I like you, she’d said. But she didn’t even know him.

He needed to get his shit together. He saw her worried glances, but he wasn’t sure how to reassure her. What could he say? Sorry I almost ruined our date by getting into a fight with a guy on the street. Sorry you took me to something special and all I could think about was how hot you were—and how pretty your ass looked in that dress. Yeah, he was all kinds of classy. And none of it would make up for the fact that at the end of the night, he would go back to his stolen four feet of space and still not be good enough for her.

“Dane, please.” Her eyes were pleading. “Do you want to talk about it?”

God, no. That was the last thing he wanted. He forced himself to calm down. Slow his breathing. Play it cool. He’d faked it so many times he was a fucking master. He should have gone west instead of south; then he could have been an actor. He snorted. Of course, everything was different with her.

“Jesus. No. I’m fine. Don’t worry about me. Let’s just do whatever we were gonna do. I’m cool.”

The slight twist of her lips gave away her doubt, but she didn’t contradict him. She never contradicted him, just went along with whatever he said. Except, no, that wasn’t true. Back there on the street, she’d actually tightened her hold on him when he’d been ready to go at Kurt. Tightened her hold, as if she could actually hold him back if he’d decided to go ahead with it. But it had worked, hadn’t it? He’d stood down. She was a hell of a lot stronger than she let on. Physically. Mentally. Every single way. And it was going to kill him how much he respected her for it. It had been a lie on that park bench. I like you, he’d said back, when what he’d really meant was, I love you. You’re the only one. Stay with me.

By the time they reached her apartment, he’d managed to calm the hell down. He’d even managed to joke about the freeze-dried ice cream and teased a smile out of her. Yeah, he could do this. One night of playing a regular guy. A temporary boyfriend.

He let her go up the stairs first, unable to completely look away from her ruffling hem. Every step exposed a hint of coppery flesh. God, he liked that dress.

He was only going to kiss her, he reminded himself. Maybe touch her again. No further. But he’d checked the date on the condom in his wallet before he came, so he was just a fucking liar, wasn’t he?

One step into the apartment and he froze. He blinked, trying to make sense of what he saw. Two dinner plates, two salad plates, two sets of silverware neatly placed on linen napkins. Unlit candles in between. She had done this for him. She’d honored him this way, and he couldn’t figure out why. The air felt too thin.

Her expression was uncertain as she set the conch in the middle of the dining table, like a small centerpiece. She gestured to the kitchen. “It’ll be a few minutes until we can eat. I did most of the prep work, but I didn’t want to cook it and have the food get cold while we were gone.”

“Of course,” he managed to say past the lump in his throat. “Let me help you.”

He followed her into the kitchen where she stood over a stack of Tupperware containers. She flipped the lid open on one and made a distressed sound. “Oh man, it’s ruined.”

Peeking over her shoulder, he saw brownish mush interspersed with red chunks. He might not have even guessed it right away except for the bag of tortilla chips on the counter. “Guacamole, right? We can just skim off the top layer, and it’ll be fine.”

She made a face. “Are you sure?”

“Pretty much. Being exposed to air changes the color, but it tastes the same.” And besides, dumpster diving had taught him that the human body could eat a lot of things that didn’t seem edible or particularly appetizing. Of course, he wasn’t planning on saying that part out loud. Talk about the opposite of sexy.

They opened the rest of the containers to take stock. He volunteered to sauté the fajita meat. And by volunteered, he meant he insisted, especially after she almost set a dish towel on fire trying to light the stove. She busied herself putting together fresh pico de gallo.

Enchiladas simmered in the oven, saturating the air with savory spices. Stirring the onions in the pan while she chopped beside him, he was filled with a sense of contentment. This was real couple stuff. Real home stuff too.

“Where’d you learn to cook like that?”

The question felt like a punch to the gut. Considering he’d never even had a kitchen, he really shouldn’t know how to cook—but she didn’t know that. In fact, he couldn’t tell her this either, for a different reason. He pressed his lips together.

She raised an eyebrow. “A girl taught you?”

“That obvious, huh?”

“You don’t have to hide that from me. I know you’ve dated other girls.”

Damn, he liked how easily she included herself in that group. He also liked how cool she was about it. No jealousy. No pressure. She had set up this amazing date, but she let him set the pace. She was so damn perfect it was freaky. And terrifying, knowing he would lose her. He was gambling with chips he didn’t have and bluffing for a few more minutes in the game.

“Yeah, a girl taught me,” he admitted. “She was older, and she’d traveled. I used to cook a lot when I stayed with her. I make a mean paella. I’ll have to make it for you sometime.”

Her broad smile hurt his heart. So grateful for the smallest morsel of truth he could offer. Which had left out a lot, really. Like the woman had taken him in when he was sixteen and she was twenty-six. How he’d done most of the cooking and the cleaning. Only later had he realized how fucked up the power imbalance had been.

Even thinking of it now made him feel disgusting. He needed to lose the spotlight.

“Now it’s your turn.” He managed a teasing tone of voice. “You tell me something from your past.”

Her nose scrunched adorably. “I don’t have a past. You know that.” At his dubious look she explained, “I went to a private school that was very…traditional. Everyone did their work without talking. Our desks lined up to the walls so we’d be able to focus better. If we had a question, we’d put the little flag up, kind of like a mailbox.”

That didn’t sound traditional. It sounded barbaric. “You weren’t allowed to talk to people?”

“Well, there was lunchtime. But that was only twenty minutes and you really had to eat fast or you wouldn’t get to finish.”

“And your family paid for this?”

“I mean, it wasn’t awful. Sometimes I pretended to like it, since I’m so bad with people anyway. But then…without practice, I just got worse and worse at talking to people.”

“Jesus.”

“And the teachers would mostly talk to you if you did something wrong, so at some point it just became where looking people in the face or having them talk to me was a bad thing.”

He remembered the way she’d shied away from him the first time he’d held her hand. “Amy…did they ever hit you at this school?”

“No, of course not. Except with a ruler.”

“A ruler,” he repeated dully.

“It hurts a lot but doesn’t really leave bruises, so…”

“Did you ever tell your mother? Or your uncle?”

“I tried once, but…I just…”

Yeah, he understood. He understood why that hadn’t worked too fucking well. Afraid that they would be angry when they found out. Doing what your parents told you, hoping one day it would be enough.

“So when did you finally quit it?”

She looked startled. “Quit what?”

Her family still had that hold on her, he realized grimly. A choke hold. Which he wouldn’t worry about except he already knew how cold they were. No signs of affection. None of approval. It didn’t matter that she was out of that awful private school. It didn’t matter that her mother was thousands of miles away. They still managed to make her feel like shit. Frankly that pissed him off. He managed to keep his mouth shut, but she could read the writing on his face better than anyone.

Her lips firmed. “What about you? When did you quit listening to them?”

“When I was fourteen,” he said quietly. No pride entered his voice, because none belonged there. She’d let her family control her too long, and he’d left too early. Opposite responses to the same situation. With one difference. Thank God for small favors, because if someone had hurt her in that way, he wasn’t sure what he’d do.

Her face fell. There it was. The expression he’d never wanted to see on her face: pity. Her eyes were inky pools. Liquid quicksand, and he was falling.

“Dane,” she whispered.

“I’m starving. Let’s eat now.” His voice was raw. Please, he thought, but he wasn’t sure what he wanted her to do. Leave it alone; that was the obvious answer. Save him—but that was impossible.

She stood on the verge of arguing. How far could he push her before she demanded answers? How far would she push him before he gave them to her? Not today, though. Not now. She reached up and placed a light, chaste kiss on the corner of his mouth before taking a platter into the dining room.

Relief and regret assailed him, but then that was nothing new. Other people had the devil and the angel on their shoulder. He had a multitude of voices, each one offering a new form of cowardice. Run away. Fall apart. Take every sweet thing she offers without a damn thing to give in return.

He sat at the table across from her.

The candles flickered gently, casting soft light on the colorful plates of food and the pearl inlay of the shell. The small flames reflected in her onyx eyes. Her expression was solemn, her hair pulled up in artful disarray. Until recently this setting could have been a goddamn wet dream. He still wasn’t sure he could believe in it.

“Where did you learn to make all this?” he asked curiously. It seemed elaborate for someone admittedly new to cooking.

Her face darkened in a flush. “At a friend’s house. She had a cooking party. You know, where you go and buy stuff from a catalog.”

He stared at her. Separately he understood what the words meant. But put together like that? Nope. He drew a blank.

She straightened her fork so it lined up with the knife. “I asked for the recipes before I left. They knew I was going to try and cook for you.”

She’d told them about him? Damned if that didn’t make his cheeks heat.

“What’d you say about me?”

“I asked them for advice. Because you’re secretive.”

Lord. “Hmm.”

“They said either you were playing me or you had baggage.”

“I’m not playing you.”

The corner of her mouth lifted in rueful acknowledgment. “Do you want the enchiladas or tacos?”

“Both, pretty girl. Give it all to me.”
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She’d pulled it off, she realized with some pride. An actual date, planned and executed. Barring the awkward encounter with his friend—or enemy—everything had gone smoothly.

Of course, she had carefully avoided thinking about what would happen after the date. Which was now. After the date was right now, with him looking at her hungrily across a tableful of empty dishes. Even as her mind scrambled for some neutral, safe topic, her body prepared itself for him. Her skin grew warm and hyperaware. Her nipples tightened against the satin cups of her bra.

The transitions, though. They were the tough part. How was she supposed to get from her seat at the table to wrapped up in his arms?

“You seem nervous,” he commented.

Her face heated. “Not sure how all this works.”

“Simple. You tell me what you want, and I make it happen.”

God, if only. She knew it wasn’t true, and the flicker in his eyes said he knew it too. But in the dimly lit atrium of her living room, it could be. Like magic, they could be together with no secrets and no doubts. Tonight neither of them wanted to look behind the curtain.

“Come to bed with me.” Her voice sounded low and sultry, a natural side effect of the anticipation coursing through her.

“Are you sure you’re ready?” he asked, and she loved that. She loved that he cared enough to make sure instead of taking what she offered. She loved that he acknowledged they would make love tonight. Halfway had been fun but unfulfilling. She wanted to see how he looked when he came. She wanted to bring him there with her body.

She stood, and thank God, he met her halfway. He pulled her hips against his and tilted her head back. His lips were soft and spicy, tender and probing. The hesitant kiss in the ocean was light-years away from this one. His tongue slid along hers, and a flare of sensation ran down her spine. Follow me, his kiss said.

Anywhere you lead, hers answered.

They moved as one toward the bedroom and would have made it too if he hadn’t stopped. She watched his quick, efficient movements as her heart became too full. He called her pretty girl, and it made her melt, but he was hers too. Her man. Her playful, caring man too protective to leave candles burning.

When he turned back to her, she reached and unzipped her dress. It was impossibly easy to strip for him. His eyes were bright with expectation, but he remained. Watching her. Wanting her, like a mirror to her own desires. It was like undressing by herself, because he saw her better than she ever could.

The dress slipped to the floor with a whisper of fabric. Cool air rushed over her skin. Her hands trembled as she reached back again to unhook her bra. For a moment she held it against her chest, the straps loose against her arms.

He groaned. “Amy. If you could see yourself…”

If she could, she probably wouldn’t have the courage to go through with this. So exposed. Her love for him must be written on her skin. She wouldn’t do this for any other man. He must know that.

Nerves quickened her breath. She let the bra fall from her fingertips. He sucked in a breath. That was gratifying, to be wanted so much. The stark need on his face left no room for self-doubt. Whatever else may happen between them, her small, unassuming body moved him.

She hooked her thumb in her panties.

He made a rough sound of dissent. “Leave them on, or I won’t be able to control myself.”

An ache coursed through her sex. The panties suddenly became a thin, satiny chastity belt, which turned her on more than she could have thought. Imagining him losing control made her heart race. What would it take to push him over the edge?

As if he heard the direction of her thoughts, he gave her a strained smile. “Trust me; you want this to last longer than two minutes. Though the way I feel right now, no promises.”

Shyness had her arms half covering her body, which had the effect of pushing up her small breasts. His darkened eyes proved he noticed. Strange the way her nervousness morphed into something seductive. Her body was far more advanced than she, and she let herself sink into that instinctual place where whims became demands and her thoughts turned hazy with lust.

She went inside her bedroom, trusting that he would follow. He couldn’t share much with her, but what he could, she knew by heart. That he wanted her, needed her. That he was ashamed of his past but not his present, and that would have to be enough.

He caught up while she was climbing on the bed. His body wrapped around hers, guiding her the rest of the way. He rested there, leaning on her, protecting her. She couldn’t turn over, so she waited on her hands and knees, eyes closed. Patience, trust—these had only been theoretical before. Now they coursed through her like a current, raising the hair on the back of her neck. He kissed her there, at the curve of her shoulder. What did she look like to him, her back arched in waiting? She could only see his shadow on the sheets before her.

“Dane?”

“I’m here,” he muttered.

He reached around her body, touching her from behind. The familiar sensation comforted her…until she realized he’d made it happen. Last time had seemed a coincidence, a side effect of the way they lay together. Now, though, he’d trapped her this way. And though she didn’t mind the restraints, she couldn’t help but wonder. Why did he need her facing away?

His other arm came to rest on the bed. She grasped his forearm and bent to kiss the inside of his wrist. Behind her, he froze. His breath rasped loudly, the only sound in the room.

“Amy?”

“I’m here,” she whispered.

He turned her over and pushed her gently to the middle of the bed, kissing her collarbone and the tops of her breasts. She reached for him, but he pressed her wrists to the bed.

“Don’t touch me,” he snapped.

She blinked at the sharpness of his words.

A note of pleading entered his voice. “Sorry. Just wait. Let me.”

He waited, his eyes filled with arousal and affection. With fear. He gave away more than he kept hidden. She placed her hands beside her head. Take me. However he wanted. Whatever he needed.

He groaned, his eyes closing. “Why do you put up with me?”

She could turn him away and find someone more stable to be with. But she’d always preferred the mysterious beauty of the sky to the ground she walked every day. If there was ever anyone prepared to wait for him, she was. She’d waited her whole life for someone to love her. She could wait for him too.

“Because there’s nothing else I’d rather do.”

Sighing, he bent his head to her breast, sucking her into his mouth. He kissed her whole body with his, each lick of his tongue drawing him tighter around her. The velvet strokes sent ripples of sensation over her skin. His shoulders were wide and golden, even in the dark. She grasped at nothing, determined to give him his space even while he thoroughly invaded hers. Even if she never got to feel him, even if she woke up tomorrow and found him gone. It was the truest gift she could give him—one with no expectations attached.

His lips skated over the fluttering line of her belly. Her muscles tightened without rhythm, her whole body electric. He kissed the curve of her hip. What was he going to do? Her legs spread wide on their own, proving she knew after all. And she wanted this. It terrified her, but she couldn’t have denied him for anything.

He touched her with his fingers first, exploring every intimate fold and shadow. His mouth followed, licking the swollen flesh and lapping at the liquid she felt there. Firm hands pressed her thighs against the bed, spreading her open, holding her down. She shuddered with every remorseless lash, gasped as he found a certain place. Of course he settled there. Made himself comfortable and drove her insane while hoarse, incoherent cries poured from her lips.

Every part of her became acutely aware. The rasp of the sheets, the gentle breath from the vents overhead. Even the moonbeam through the window felt like a tactile thing, a heavy stripe over her breasts, making it hard for her to breathe. The intensity concentrated where his mouth touched, sensations so acute they bordered on pain. Her limbs seemed sluggish, her head underwater. The surface rippled above her, dizzying in its constant motion. A crisscross pattern of light, a net trapping her beneath. She couldn’t speak, couldn’t feel past the burn in her lungs where air should go. She shut her eyes and let the wet heat of his tongue guide her—faster and farther, a slipstream of pleasure, a sharp cry lost in the eddies as she came on his tongue.

She shivered in the aftermath, oversensitive and racked with lingering ribbons of ecstasy. Through blurred vision, she saw him undress. His movements were fast and rough as he sheathed himself in a condom. His usual easy grace had deserted him, leaving him stripped raw.

He climbed over her, gaze tracing hungrily over the lines of her body. “You okay?” His voice was like gravel. Hard. Painful.

“Of course.” Even those two words were faintly slurred, and he chuckled tightly.

“Make me stop if it hurts.” The undercurrent of his words warned that it wouldn’t be easy. She already knew she’d never tell him to stop. She was his, forever. Love meant accepting him however he came to her, with pleasure or with pain. With buoyant smiles or dark, jagged secrets.

He kissed her. His mouth fused to hers, and she could taste a salty musk that must be her. He transferred the sea-sex flavor to her mouth and lapped it up again before wrenching himself away.

Reaching down, he fitted himself to her and pushed inside. The pressure took her breath away. Her body burned with the invasion. No gentleness held him back. No mercy asked and none given. A little deeper. A little fuller. His eyes glazed over. A tortured groan filled the room. As if in a trance, he pulled back and pushed inside again. She winced, but he didn’t notice. Couldn’t. He was too far gone.

There were so many ways she’d thought of him. The playful lover, teasing her until the last crucial seconds. The considerate partner, focused on her satisfaction. But this was far better than she could have imagined. The selfish one, too caught up in his pleasure to even hear her pants or see her widened eyes. He could only feel her, her presence like a tidal wave, and him lost at sea. She put her hand to his cheek, wanting that connection, separate from the intimate joining below. His body rocked against hers, like waves crashing against a cliff—breaking him. She was smaller and softer, but he was falling apart on the rocky shore of her body. Helpless sounds came from his throat. His hands were too tight in her hair, leaving a cold sting that warred with the pleasure burning inside her. She hadn’t been expecting this sensual violence, but she welcomed it, knowing it lived inside him, knowing he needed release.

His hips flexed against hers. The slapping sound of flesh filled her ears, punctuated by his grunts. The rose-colored commune of their bodies turned coarse and rough and perfect all at once. Sweat dripped from him to her, and it was somehow more intimate than any kiss that had come before. His movements grew harder, more forceful, and she abandoned her passivity to meet him thrust for thrust. She grasped his slippery shoulders to hold on, to remain above the water. Her vision blurred to everything but his face. His eyes cleared at the last moment, in the final seconds before his crisis. He begged her there, desolate and hopeful. She wrapped her legs around his hips. Her hands slipped across his broad shoulders, holding him while he let out a long, pained groan into her shoulder and spilled himself inside her. For long moments he jerked within her before collapsing in a heaving pile of sated male. A sense of contentedness washed over her. She was heady with satisfaction, as if she had tamed a wild animal—or rather, earned his trust.

He fell to the side, pulling her with him, his sigh wholly complete, empty and full at once. “So good,” he mumbled, his voice thick with satisfaction. It drew her like a siren song, like a strummed melody. Soon her lids were heavy, and the room was hazy. She was almost asleep when she heard him add, “Miss this. So soft. Warm bed.”

Except they hadn’t known each other long enough for him to miss her like this, in bed. He might have meant some other girl or, more generically, sex and cuddling. Intimacy.

But that wasn’t what he’d said. He missed a warm bed.

Everyone had one of those, didn’t they?

But the gentle caress of his breath and the lull of his heartbeat proved too much. She drifted off to sleep before she could answer the question.


Chapter Eleven
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Resonance: when one orbiting object is affected by another

Dane combed strands of glossy hair through his fingers. Even though the locks were pitch-black, the sensation reminded him of milk, smooth and creamy. His disturbance raised the faint scent of coconut in the crisp morning air.

The bedroom curtains shut out most of the light, but the day approached around the edges. In his mind the island lay splayed over the tall ocean shelf, slowly lit by the sweeping arc of sunrise.

Even before Cape Canaveral, as a child, he had enjoyed mornings. For one thing they meant the end of the night. He had learned to dread the night. Mornings were also the time he was most likely to see his parents. They would sometimes eat breakfast with him before going to the theater all day, and performances in the evening, and dinner parties late into the night.

Later, when he drew lottery numbers for the bedrolls in Miami homeless shelters, he would lie awake in the early morning and almost taste warm maple syrup on his tongue. Living in the shelters and on the street meant always keeping his guard up. Amy’s life had been desolate too, but at least she’d never had to fear sleep. He was grateful for that.

He rubbed his fingers together, enjoying the ticklish feel of each strand against his skin. Amy didn’t stir, despite the fact that he’d been fondling her hair for hours. It was better than safety, better than the memory of maple syrup, because she was real.

When his body grew restless, he slipped from the bed and used the restroom. Afterward he sat on her dark blue sofa, his elbows on his knees. The urge to leave gnawed at him, just like last time. He remembered an old cartoon from Christmas, the bad guy dressed up as Santa and sneaking inside the house. That was him, an imposter.

She could still never know. But for some reason she’d decided to allow him his secrets and let him in anyway. It pained him, her trust such an extravagant gift that he wouldn’t be able to repay. He couldn’t tell her, but for the first time regret sounded in his chest. Guilt that he had lied to her—and would continue to lie.

In her kitchen he found the remains of their dinner. An onion sat half-chopped on the counter. The small amount of guacamole had become thoroughly browned. Not much food was left since he’d eaten most of it last night. Embarrassment raced up his spine. He’d given himself away, even if she didn’t realize it. He wasn’t used to large portions. Only an animal ate everything you put in front of it.

Once the kitchen was cleared, he wandered over to the single bookshelf. The largest binder he’d ever seen sat on top. Jesus, it was as thick as his hand. He peeked at the spine. Volume III. There were three of these things? And she’d read them.

Christ. What the hell did she see in him? No, wait. He didn’t really want to know the answer to that.

Lined up on the shelves were textbooks and reference books, mostly about engineering. None on astronomy, he realized. Aerospace engineering had an emphasis on the engineering part, but she hadn’t corrected him when he’d asked her about it. Some novels rounded out the bottom. One larger book in the corner caught his attention. He pulled it out. Needlepoint for Beginners. A smile tugged at his lips.

“There you are.” Her sleepy voice came from the bedroom doorway.

He turned back and held up the book. “And you said you weren’t a homemaker.”

She grimaced. “I’m not. You saw my attempt at cooking.”

“What are you talking about? It was great.” He considered the rest of the night. “Especially for your first time.”

She laughed. Grinning, he swept her into his arms and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Now as for that first time, you were better than great. Absolutely amazing. I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

Her upward glance was shy and fucking adorable. “No. Not really.”

That was a yes. “Let me run a bath for you. You’ll feel better.”

He overran her protests until she was soaking in a hot bath. Shame was a tight ball in his gut. He knew he’d been too rough with her. It had just been a really long time since he’d had sex. He’d slow down next time and make it up to her.

Next time. And how exactly was this supposed to work? Fuck.

He returned to the kitchen to start coffee and prepare toast. He paused, wondering how she took her coffee. A chill raced over his skin. This was exactly the type of thing he’d done for Melanie. He shook it off. This was different. Amy was different.

Her damp hair framed her face as she emerged from the bedroom. She was wearing a loose sundress that made her tanned legs look phenomenal. He snuck a quick kiss before handing over the coffee. She stopped short and took a deep breath, her eyes falling shut.

Damn. Her blissful was like a caress on his skin.

“I love mornings,” she said. “It’s kind of silly, but my mom…she’d seen some PSA that said breakfast was the meal that made you do better in school, so she’d sit there and watch me eat breakfast. Most of my memories of actually seeing her come from those times.”

Startled, he sat down across from her without saying a word. Sometimes it seemed like she said everything he was thinking, like she knew him better than he did himself.

She tilted her head curiously. “What’s wrong?”

Her eyes seemed clearer today, her shoulders straighter. Everywhere, lighter. He wasn’t sure he would have had the courage to approach this version of Amy in the park. He wasn’t sure why he had then either, except that she’d seemed so isolated, and he knew that feeling well. Outwardly stoic and composed when he could feel the uncertainty moving within her. Now the waters were calmer, and he didn’t know what the hell he was doing with her. He should let her go. He should leave her alone.

“Spend the weekend with me?” he asked hoarsely.

Her smile was shy. “I was hoping you would say that.”
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Four weeks left. Amy stared at the calendar in her email program. An all-day appointment one month from now read Last Day of Work. Maybe they would have a goodbye lunch for her. Security would definitely walk her out. Then she’d have a few days, maybe a week, to hang around the island before she had to get back for classes.

Time narrowed in front of her like a hallway getting shorter and thinner, making it hard to breathe. She’d come here to try something new: to go after what she wanted. A research position in aerospace, not Software Engineer #143 at a big-box software manufacturer. Even if it meant less money, even if her mother would probably disown her for it. Following her mother’s plans had always felt vaguely inevitable, like trying to fight the setting sun. But being on the island had changed her. Going after what she wanted had become the imperative.

A voice mail from an international number blinked on her phone, two days old. Unopened.

“You okay?” Kelly asked from her desk.

“Oh, fine,” she lied.

A lifetime of restraint kept her from saying anything more. Talking about feelings, ugh. Talking about money—even worse. It was gauche, her mother said, although she used a Japanese word that meant the same thing. Amy pushed that aside, because this was important. Because those old restrictions didn’t apply to her unless she let them.

“Actually…I was thinking about the end of the internship. I only have a year left of college, and then I’d love to come back, full-time.”

Kelly looked surprised, which just showed how stupidly reserved Amy had been. This was how she had felt since the beginning and throughout the past two months, so why didn’t her cubicle mate know it?

“I know things move slow around here,” Kelly said cautiously. “I thought someone like you would be looking for something more fast paced.”

Amy made a face, dismayed. “Someone like me?”

“Smart,” Kelly said. “Good grades. Bright future. A lot of students pass through here, looking for a talking point for their resumes.”

Amy blinked. Well, that was depressing. “No, I really want to work here. There’s a lot more I want to do here. I feel like I’ve only skimmed the surface.”

“That’s because you have.” Kelly studied her. “Job stability only lasts as long as the next round of grants. And the pay is lousy for someone with your credentials.”

“With your credentials too.”

A small smile. “Yeah, and I keep working here because I love the work. But then I have to sell premium cookware if I want to get the deck refinished. Look, if you want to come back, you need to talk to Jared. He’s the one who knows about budgeting. But in case it helps any, you have my recommendation.”

“Thanks.” She paused. “That means a lot.”

She wasn’t sure yet whether she’d have a job at the end of all this, but it was nice to know she hadn’t been invisible. Someone like you. It was supposed to be a compliment, but it also drew a line in the sand between her and the people who worked here. They were permanent—and she was basically a tourist. No wonder she’d always felt like an outsider here.

She was one.

On the way home her thoughts seesawed between her work and seeing Dane again. The two subjects were more interconnected than she wanted to believe—both of them promising a future that left her breathless and uncomfortably needy.

She and Dane had spent a whole weekend together, but after only a day apart she felt hungry for him. Maybe she would call him—except they still hadn’t exchanged numbers. That was odd. She knew he didn’t carry a cell phone on him, but he must have a home number.

A buried thought worried at her, like a small twinge, a hangnail she couldn’t quite forget. Something was wrong. His phone. His home number.

His bed.

She remembered his words. Miss this. So soft. Warm bed. Drowsy words spoken in a moment of unknowing honesty. They could mean nothing or everything. Before coming to the island, she wouldn’t have suspected. But now…

One person would know the answer, and she knew where to find him.

The bottom curve of the sun rested on the horizon as she approached the street corner where they had run into Kurt before. A boy Dane hated. They had almost come to blows. At first the area looked deserted. Blinding light spilled around the square edges of the old building, making her squint after a long day indoors. She shielded her eyes, but her vision filled with yellow and orange and red, hues of dwindling daylight, shades of fire.

A shadow detached itself from the stairwell, tall and heading straight toward her. She huffed a surprised breath. For a second she thought it was Dane.

She fumbled and dropped her purse. He swooped in to pick them up before she could. They had a similar build, though this man’s shoulders were wider. And as he stood and took shape against the backdrop, she saw dark hair and a faded green army jacket.

His expression was mild, lacking both the conspiratorial smile he’d shared at the corner store and the fierce animosity he’d shown to Dane. Her heart pounded against her chest.

“Can I have my keys back?”

“I don’t think so.”

“They’re mine,” she said before realizing how naive she sounded.

He raised an eyebrow. “Fine, how about this. I’ll give it back once you answer three questions.”

She remembered stories of a troll. Answer three questions and you got to pass the bridge. “And if I don’t?”

“Hey, I just picked something up off the ground. No telling who it belongs to.” He paused, considering the small leather bag dangling from his hand. “Besides, you already know I’m a thief.”

Kurt’s stance was proud, his chin raised. His eyes were clear and dark in their taunting. Youthful. He was younger than her. His puffed-up act made him seem older—and stronger and scarier. And he could hurt her. That much was clear from the bunched muscles in his arms. The question was whether he would.

“Look, I helped you back at the store. That may not count for anything to you, but it matters to me. So if you’re planning on walking away with my money, then do it already.”

He looked startled for a moment—slightly chastised, exactly like a boy caught in trouble.

She frowned. “How old are you, anyway?”

“Old enough to handle you,” he said with a sneer.

Some of her fear abated. If he were going to hurt her, he already would have. She still recognized the wildness of the creature in front of her. She very much worried what would happen when and if Dane confronted him again. It would be a bad idea to share this little field trip of hers, even though the last thing she and Dane needed was more secrets between them.

“I’m not your enemy,” she said softly.

“Well, you’re sure as hell not my friend.” He sighed. “Dane really hasn’t told you, has he? He must be one hell of a fuck to keep you so distracted.”

As vulgar as his words were, she grimly acknowledged they were true. She’d been so blinded by his charm, his beauty, his everything that she had been willing to ignore the warning signs.

She sighed. “What’s your question?”

“You owe me three. One, what do you have going on with Dane?”

“None of your business.”

A grin played at his lips. “I’ll accept that. Question two, what’s a nice girl like you doing on this street?”

She pressed her lips together. “Looking for you.”

He gave her a look of mock sympathy. “Aww, what is it? Is Dane not giving it to you right?”

“No, I just…I wanted to know…”

“When a boy and a girl love each other very much, they—”

“Stop. Please.” She took a deep breath. God, why was this so hard to say? She’d almost rather talk about sex. He was a jerk, but she needed to hear this. “You’re homeless, right? You don’t have an apartment or something?”

The playful light faded from his expression. “Why do you want to know? You got a hobo fetish or something?”

Her heart skipped a beat. Through the insult, he’d almost admitted what she came here to find out. “Is that what Dane is too? Homeless?”

Something passed over his expression, dark and faintly pitying. “You’re going to have to ask him that.”

Was that loyalty? His show of solidarity didn’t match what she’d seen before. It seemed like he’d take any opportunity to out Dane’s secrets, if only to mess with him.

He seemed to understand her confusion, because he gave her a wry look. “What can I say, darling? There’s honor among us thieves.”

Except she didn’t believe Dane was a thief. Homeless, probably. And strong enough to survive. Her stomach sank. She hadn’t realized how much she had hoped to be wrong. Because whether or not he was serious about her, she cared about Dane. A lot. She cared about him way more than was safe, and the thought of him in trouble, in pain—the thought of him hungry ripped her apart inside. God, Dane, why didn’t tell you me?

When she spoke again, she was quiet. “May I have my purse back now?”

He shook his head slowly. “One more question.”

She waited.

“I just…” It was his turn to stammer and look down. “You’re a girl. What should I do to convince a girl to trust me?”

Her heart panged at the raw sincerity in his voice. He cared about his girl, maybe as much as she cared about Dane. They had that in common.

“Well, I guess…I trust Dane because he shows me that he cares.” His expectant expression told her to keep going. “Like he listens when I talk, really listens. And he pays attention to what I like and how I’m feeling.”

His voice sounded taut. “I’ve heard everything she’s said. I know everything she likes, everything she’s afraid of. She’s afraid of…of me.” His laugh was hollow. “And all I ever wanted to do was protect her.”

A sudden image grabbed hold of her—of Dane, afraid of her. Which was ridiculous, because she would never hurt him. Never mean to hurt him, but with some ancient knowledge she knew she could. If she wasn’t very careful with what happened next, she could lose the person she cared about most. She could hurt the man she’d come to love.

“Sometimes our best isn’t good enough,” she said softly, and it wasn’t only Dane she was talking about. It was her mother and her work and every other thing she had desperately, endlessly wanted. Desperately, endlessly failed.

Kurt looked solemn. “That’s what I was thinking. I just didn’t want it to be true.”

Yeah, she knew all about lying to herself. She knew all about hope. She held Kurt’s tormented gaze, feeling a sense of kinship. He lashed out at the world to hurt her, but he got hurt too. She could see it in his eyes, burning. Shame was like wildfire, indiscriminate of who it burned.

Dane had kept this from her. Did he think she would have turned him away? Did he think so little of her? He definitely didn’t trust her.

She straightened her spine. Dane needed her to be stronger than this. It wasn’t about her. It was about him needing…a safe place to stay, if he didn’t already have one. It was also about this young man in front of her, waiting for her to pass judgment on him, on Dane.

Looking him in the eye, she held her hand out for the bag. His nostrils flared, but he laid the thin leather straps in her hand. His fingers brushed against her palm. He watched carefully for her reaction. If she hadn’t been paying attention, she might have missed the watery light of fear in his eyes. He wasn’t afraid of what she could do to him.

He was afraid of what she’d say. Words could wound as sharp as a knife, as blunt as a fist. She knew firsthand how painful the silence was. But shouts and insults and slurs could hurt all the deeper.

“How old are you really?” she asked softly.

He looked away and blew out a breath. “Seventeen.”

God. At seventeen she’d been in college. Her biggest worry had been her next exam, not her next meal. Among some of her classmates her family would be considered poor, but they had provided everything she needed without a second thought.

Her throat felt dry. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t feel too bad for me. I had it pretty good.”

But he’d left for some reason. Where does Dane stay at night? she wanted to ask. “Where do you stay at night?”

“Lots of places. Under a bench or on the roof of a building. That’s why I like it here. The weather’s pretty nice unless it’s raining, and then you can usually duck inside until it passes.” He slanted her a look. “So, are you gonna talk to him?”

“I think I have to.”

He grinned. “If he gives you a hard time, just send him to me. I’ll set him straight.”

Well, she definitely wasn’t doing that. She slung her purse over her shoulder and turned to leave. One step, two. Curiosity made her pause.

“Why do you bait him?”

He tilted his head back, eyes closed to the searing sky. “Because he thinks he’s better than me. Than all of us. And they just follow him around like he’s a god. Like he’s the fucking Pied Piper and they’re all just gonna drown.”

Her stomach tightened. Was she doing that, following him mindlessly? Probably so. She didn’t know how to stop. All she could do was follow and follow and follow. So maybe it was convenient that now she didn’t know how to find him.


Chapter Twelve
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Extinction: the dimming of a star when low on the horizon

“Come in, come in.” Jared removed a stack of stuffed manila folders from the chair in front of the desk. He frowned as he searched the packed office for an empty place to set the pile. He finally settled them onto another pile as Amy sat. The research facility used a lot of paper, with the large blue recycling bins filling up before the trash cans.

“What can I help you with? Is something wrong?”

She shook her head. “No, well…I hope not. I’ve done most of the work you’ve given me.” She paused. “I don’t have much else to work on.”

“I noticed that. We portion out a certain amount of work for the interns, but you finished it faster than we expected.”

“I mean, that’s fine. I don’t want to make it harder for you. It’s just, if there’s any way I can be useful…”

His gaze darted to the stacks of papers. “I’ll see what I can come up with. Sometimes it’s hard to get you started on something new since you’ve only got another, what? A month?”

It was the perfect segue. She had to take it. “A little less. I wanted to talk to you about that actually, about maybe coming back here once I graduate.”

He stared at her. Not smiling for once.

“I realize it’s early,” she continued quickly. “And I’m not asking for a promise or anything. But just to see if that would be a possibility, and if there’s anything I can do to help make that happen.”

Her breath came faster by the time she finished speaking, spurred on by a strange elation. She’d actually asked for what she wanted. There. It was more direct than she’d ever been, more determined.

He frowned. “I see.”

Sometimes our best isn’t good enough.

That’s what I was thinking. I just didn’t want it to be true.

She didn’t want it to be true either, no matter what experience had taught her. No matter how much her hands trembled now. A thousand excuses came to mind. Unless, of course. I didn’t really mean… Of course you wouldn’t want me. But she didn’t say any of them. If he didn’t want her to work there, he would have to tell her so. Part of putting herself out there was falling.

Part of learning to trust was having it broken.

Dane had showed her that.

“You’re a good worker,” he said slowly. “Smart. Dedicated. But this is a rough environment. We’re not working with a lot of resources, in both money and people. Everything’s a competition. For lab time, for everything. The person who’s going to be successful here is aggressive.”

“And you don’t think I’m that person.” She couldn’t totally blame him. She wasn’t aggressive. Getting stronger and wiser wouldn’t change who she was at her core.

Aggressive. That was BS. She could admit it, if only to herself. Smart, hardworking, dedicated. Those things were enough. They had to be, or there wasn’t any hope for her.

She left the office with the rejection still ringing in her ears. She hadn’t expected a signed offer letter, but if he didn’t want her after she’d aced the work they’d given her, they wouldn’t want her a year from now either.

An ache throbbed in the lower vicinity of her chest. Dane usually made her feel better—even the thought of him. But not now, with Kurt’s words in her head. They mingled with Jared’s, a cacophony of failure and rejection. You aren’t good enough. Well, what else was new?

She went to the park anyway because it made her feel close to Dane. She heard the phantom notes from Dane’s guitar float on the breeze. A woman strolled by with her dog on a leash. The black terrier sniffed Amy’s sensible black pumps before continuing on its walk.

From her vantage point she counted thirty palm trees along the shore. Two small boats had gone by, cutting across the winking surface of the sea. She glanced at the phone in her hand. She’d been here for an hour and twenty minutes. He wasn’t coming.

She stood to leave. A bronze statue perched on the edge of the park. She wandered closer and bent to read the placard that bore the name of a man she’d never heard of. So much for infamy.

“Amy!”

She swung around. Dane. He ran toward her, out of breath when he reached her. His side hug was forceful, hands just a little too tight. He pressed a kiss to her temple. “Fuck, I’m glad I caught you. I was worried you’d be gone.”

Her throat grew dry. This was the time to say something. I know what you’ve been hiding. “I have to head back,” she said.

Coward.

“Damn.” He pressed another kiss to her cheek. “I wanted to hang out with you.”

He was his usual charming self, and she wanted to be charmed, except he couldn’t meet her eyes.

She searched his expression for a hint. For the truth. “Where were you?”

His expression clouded. “I needed to help a friend with something. Are you mad?”

“Of course not. We didn’t have a plan to meet.”

“Shit. You’re mad.”

His eyes begged her to understand. They begged her not to ask questions. But she didn’t feel mad, not really. Just adrift. She had imagined herself tethered to him, and maybe she was. But he wasn’t anchored to anything, so that just left the two of them, lost together.

You can be the anchor, something whispered inside her.

She forced a smile. “Will you come over for dinner tonight?”

A veil dropped in front of his eyes. “Of course. Thanks. I’ll make it up to you.”

“There’s nothing to make up,” she said, though she wasn’t sure it was true.

“I’ll bring takeout, okay? I know a great place.”

He was wearing a sky-blue knit T-shirt and jeans today. She wondered where he kept his clothes, where he washed them. She’d never comprehended how many logistics were required just to live and function. How had he managed it? Her life had seemed hard before. Making the grade, winning the award. Reaching the goddamn top of whatever pinnacles her mother pointed to. But that was nothing compared to the task of survival. Even her family’s cold rendition of support beat nothing at all.

She was going to give herself away. He’d definitely figure out something was wrong if she started crying.

“Sounds great,” she managed. “See you tonight.”

She turned away, but he caught her wrist.

“Amy?”

She liked it better when he called her pretty girl, but then maybe that was just a sham. Maybe none of this was real. He’d lied about where he lived and worked—no, he’d omitted the truth.

“Everything’s fine.”

His face fell at her obvious lie. But he wasn’t in a position to complain, was he?

He tugged her closer. She let herself be pulled into a cold, shallow kiss. “See you tonight,” he murmured.

She walked away from the park at a brisk pace, wondering how she was going to tell him when the time came. How could she, knowing it would ruin them? When she glanced back, he was gone.
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Dane shoved his hands into his pockets as he turned onto the street. Amy’s expression tore through him. There was a new guardedness. And pity. God, pity. It was almost like… She knows.

“No,” he muttered. No way. How could she?

He remembered the veiled look in her eyes; already she was distancing herself. She had figured it out. His laugh sounded hollow. Well, he’d known she was smart. He just didn’t want her to be smart about him.

His stomach churned until he felt mildly like throwing up. She shouldn’t affect him this much. He’d always known it would come to this. He had just wanted more time.

At the parking garage he jogged up the stairs, keeping his head down. He suddenly felt exhausted, ancient, like he was a million years old. Maybe he’d lie down for a quick nap. Maybe he’d wake up and find out he’d imagined her expression and everything was fine. He snorted. Yeah, and maybe he’d suddenly be rich and educated, because that was him—the sleeping beauty waiting for a kiss.

His rusted truck was exactly where he’d left it, doors closed, hatch down. Nothing looked wrong, but it felt wrong. The past few years had honed his instincts. A fucking lion couldn’t have scented trouble better than him, and it washed over him now, dark and acrid.

He strolled around the back bumper, peeking inside the shadowed windows as he went. The windows were still dusty. His mat and pillow inside were how he’d left them.

His lips pursed in a wry smile. Getting paranoid in my old age.

On impulse he circled to the front of the truck and lifted the hood. He stuck his hand between the belts, where something would get crushed if the engine started. Rough metal scraped his fingers while he felt around for the box. There it was, smooth and light.

Too light.

He knew what he’d find before he could flip the lid open. His stomach sank. Empty. How the fuck was it empty? More to the point, who had taken it? There were always bums hanging around the abandoned building, though they’d never messed with him before. Still, if one of them got high enough—or more likely, hungry enough for a hit—he could have taken the step. Dane punched the side of his truck to vent some frustration, but breaking his hand wouldn’t get the money back. He only hoped he’d track down whoever did it before they spent it all.

Another thought hit him: Kurt. The asshole wouldn’t feel any remorse for stealing his money. He’d probably see it as payback for that poker game.

Dane didn’t really know how Kurt had found his truck or the money without turning everything inside out, but it didn’t matter. He’d hunt down Kurt and beat the shit out of him until he gave up the money. And in the process, get rid of that sick feeling that had sat inside him since he saw Amy at the park.

Which reminded him…he didn’t have enough money to bring her dinner. There was some cash in his wallet, but without the rest of it he couldn’t blow it all on a single meal. His throat burned with humiliation and anger. He’d already lost the girl; now he’d lost his money too. He was fourteen years old again, alone and hungry and scared.

No. Fuck no.

He was definitely going to beat the shit out of Kurt, even after he gave up the money. He was going to make Kurt suffer, like he was suffering. He was going to—

A small flash of light caught his eye. He bent and pushed aside the loose dust with a blunt finger. The round shape of Remy’s tarnished gold ring blinked up at him. The sight hit him like a physical blow. He slipped it into his pocket and stumbled against the truck, letting his head fall back to hit the metal and glass. His friend.

He wasn’t aware of the concrete moving beneath his feet or the salt breeze in his face. The Roxy was empty except for Freddy. Dane yanked him out of bed. He wasn’t gentle. He wasn’t kind.

“Where. Is. Remy?” he ground out.

“I don’t know. What’d he do?” Freddy blinked warily.

Dane stepped back, disgusted with himself and the world in equal parts. We deserved each other, then. “He took my stash. Fifteen hundred.”

Freddy shook his head in denial. “He wouldn’t steal from you.”

“You’re fucking gullible if you believe that,” Dane snarled, but so was he. He wouldn’t have believed it. Even now he wanted to imagine some other situation, but it fit too neatly after his rejection of Remy that night.

My friend.

His anger rolled in a mass of thick clouds, growing heavier and darker until there was nothing left to do but let it rain.
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The knock came later than she had expected. At eight o’clock she opened the door. His hands hung loosely at his side, not carrying any dinner. The haggard look on his face said he did not forget or misunderstand their date—instead he understood it too well. He knew he’d have to tell her the truth, even if he didn’t yet know why.

Swallowing hard, she stood back to let him inside. He didn’t move.

“I’m sorry I’m late.” His voice sounded raw. The red rims around his eyes seemed more naked than his bare body had been—almost obscene to think of him hurting. She was seeing something private, and he was letting her.

Her stomach clenched tight. “It’s okay.”

“It’s not. I know that.” He blew out a breath. “But we need to talk. Then after, if you still want…to be with me, we can have dinner together.” He spoke as if he were sure it wouldn’t happen. As if this conversation would be their last. “Do you think we could go somewhere to talk?”

Part of her wanted to demand he tell her now, here, so the knot of dread in her stomach would finally ease. But from the deep shadows of his eyes, she suspected what he had to tell her wouldn’t make things better at all.

The way he stood just outside her door wrenched her heart. Forlorn and longing, as if an invisible gate kept him out. Something wrought iron with a rusted-over lock. She’d gotten a glimpse of that secret garden from what Kurt had told her. Not only what he’d told her but how he looked and acted. The fear that could make him threaten her.

The fear that kept Dane standing outside the threshold of her apartment. He was like a vampire; he needed an invitation to come inside. Except the curse that barred him wasn’t magic at all. From what Kurt had told her, it was heartbreakingly common.

She grabbed a small coin purse to hold her keys and slipped into a pair of sandals. She didn’t know where he was taking her, but that was okay. He must have spent their time together in a similar uncertainty. He held her hand too tightly as they walked toward the water. The beach they found was a little ways from the Sugar Shack but more secluded, away from the shops.

He released her and sat on a large, flat rock that sloped to one side, like a giant petrified seesaw. Her muscles tensed against the urge to sit next to him—to crawl into his lap or maybe lay his head in hers. The air around him warned her away, with spikes to pierce her tires and a frowning security guard to deny her entry like they had at the base. Whatever had come before, however intimate they had once been, he wouldn’t welcome her touch now. And she was beginning to suspect there was a specific reason. Suspicions churned inside her, sickening and ravenous. She sat down on the sand, spreading her skirt out in front of her. The sand was warmer than the air around them, with lingering heat from basking in the sun all day.

“I thought it might be easier here,” he admitted.

“Is it?”

“No.” He laughed roughly. “No. I’ve never told this to anyone else.”

She waited. The gentle pulse of ocean waves kept them company. Wind whistled softly through the crags of brown rock surrounding them. Peaceful surroundings in sharp contrast to what was happening between them. Which was what? A confession, a goodbye. Like looking up and seeing a layer of ice on the surface—the only way out was through it.

After a moment he spoke, his voice low and determined. “My father was a professional violinist. Famous if you know a lot of violinists, otherwise not so much. He wanted me to follow in his footsteps. Except he wasn’t much of a teacher. He was impatient and too busy to keep up with regular lessons. So he hired a tutor who—”

His voice cracked. The cutoff breath sounded impossibly loud. The seagulls picking at something in the sand took off in flight. He breathed in deep and let it out. The tension in him reached her through the air, through the sand, radiating off him.

“At first he came twice a week. Then three times. Then every day, because I wasn’t progressing fast enough or practicing hard enough on my own. My father would go on tour with his orchestra, and my mother would go with him. It just made sense for the tutor to watch me then because he was already there all the time. And anyway, there’d be more time for me to practice.”

His words came fast and faster, hurtling one after the other like bullets into some well-singed target. He may not have said the words before, but he’d thought them over and over again. He’d used them like weapons, carving them into his skin.

She went to him, unable to do anything in that moment but hold him. Even if he didn’t want her, she’d have to… She needed…but he didn’t push her away. He rested his head on her shoulder, his voice muffled against her hair.

“He didn’t only teach me violin.”

The words were like acid down her throat. “I’m sorry.”

“You’re sorry,” he repeated, his voice hollow. “God.”

It wasn’t enough. Nothing could ever be. “Dane,” she whispered.

“Don’t fucking talk to me. Why are you talking to me?”

“I love you.” It was the worst time to confess her true feelings for him. The only time.

“You can’t.” He pushed her away. Roughly. She almost fell, her hand scraping the rock with a flash of pain she welcomed. Dark red bloomed on her palm, and she closed her fingers to hide it.

“I do love you. I’m sorry. I love you.”

“No, you—”

“I do. God.” She hated herself in that moment. Hated how she’d let the trained passivity surround her wrists like shackles and cover her mouth like a gag. She wanted to be free so badly it hurt. She’d fight—for him. “I understand why you had to leave. I understand. You don’t have to hurt yourself.”

“How can you?” He pulled her back and shook gently. “Did someone touch you?”

If he had asked her accusingly, she could have borne it. With a bite of sarcasm he could have told her she’d never understand. He could have cut her, but he didn’t. Instead the slightest hint of concern clouded his voice, as if he really worried. As if the chance of someone hurting her eclipsed the very real devastation that had been done to him.

“No. No.” Tears streamed down her face. That was Dane—always more concerned with her pain than his. But no one ever touched her, not hurtful or any other way. No one had ever wanted her until him.

“By the end it was bad. I had to leave.” His eyes begged her to understand, and she did. A demon invited inside by his own parents. A fourteen-year-old boy driven out of his home. Even if those images weren’t enough to horrify her, the pain rolled off him in dark waves, pushing her away.

“You don’t have to say any more,” she tried to tell him, to spare him—

“I do. I have to explain. Why we can’t be together. Because I left, and I didn’t have anything.” An empty laugh. “I still don’t have anything. No education or job or apartment or anything to offer you.”

Her throat burned. “All I want is you.”

“Jesus. How can you, now that you know the truth?”

She didn’t know whether he meant his tutor or the homelessness. Probably both. Through the eyes of a scared boy, he saw himself as unworthy. His body had grown; his heart and his mind had matured. But his fear and shame chained him to the past. Her heart broke for him. It broke for the boy who preferred to sleep on the side of the road, in the rain, in the dark, rather than in his own bed.

“I’ve never known anyone as brave as you, Dane. The things you faced…”

“I ran away.” Disgust colored his voice.

Why didn’t you tell your parents? Why didn’t you make them understand? The questions rose up, full of horror, but she already knew the answers. She remembered the collective fear in the classroom when Janie Marshall had talked back to a teacher. She remembered trying to explain to her mother that Janie had been taken into the office for five hours. What had happened for five hours? Her mother hadn’t seen a problem, and twelve-year-old Amy hadn’t had the words to explain it right.

But Janie had been so quiet after that.

“You survived,” Amy said. “And you’re here now. I’m so sorry this happened to you and that you’re hurting. I wish I could make it go away, but I’m also glad you’re with me.”

He stared at her, incredulous. “You’re serious.”

His disbelief tore at her heart. Well, she had spent her whole life acing tests. She wasn’t about to fail this one. Lifting her chin, she met his gaze. “I love you, Dane. That doesn’t just fade away because of some…some asshole from when you were a kid. And it definitely doesn’t change depending on where you live.”

He blinked. “I’ve never heard you swear before.”

“I’m not sure I ever have.”

He reached for her. Within a second she was enfolded in his tight embrace, her face in the crook of his neck, her body encased in strong, trembling arms.

“Fuck,” he said, sounding drugged. “Fuck. Fuck.”

She wasn’t sure she’d heard him swear before either. At least not this much, this fiercely. And yet it was right, and it was him. He’d been censoring himself. How much it must have pained him to watch every word. To hide himself in plain sight.

“I love you,” she whispered.

He shuddered. “Amy.”

His body seemed to be moving even as he remained still, holding her on the rock. The pulse in his neck beat rapidly against her temple. The muscles in his arms clenched her so tight they vibrated softly. His breath puffed against her hair. He was like a moving body caught in a photograph, edges indistinct and blurry.

Her whispered words promised him love and acceptance and a future she didn’t yet believe in. She stroked his back, his arm—whatever she could reach. She wished she could calm him, but what else could she do?

A black-and-white image of his easy smile flashed through her mind. Rough, tanned skin adorned with grayscale droplets. He’d been so happy, so relaxed the night they went windsurfing. She wasn’t sure he was up for that, but they were twenty feet away from the water.

And moving closer.

The sand turned from hot to cool as they approached the damp shore. Her toes sank into the wet sand, catching on little pieces of broken shell. She held his hand on one side and, with her free hand, pulled her skirt up around her thighs. Less skin than a swimsuit would show, but she still felt shy, bared. Someone else would only see skin, surface-deep. Dane knew her inside too—what she wanted, what she feared. She knew him, though, especially now, and the knowledge cut her apart inside, as if his secrets had made her vulnerable.

The first small wave up to her ankle made her gasp. So incredibly cold, a splash of water, a burst of breath. She must have been too distracted the other night, but she felt the pain now, how it flayed her skin open and left her bare. The moonlight had caressed his wide shoulders and arms as he’d hooked the sail to the board. Now he seemed more drawn in shadow, tortured eyes bright in the darkness.

She stopped with the water lapping at the fabric of her skirt, dragging it down. He released her hand and kept going. He dived into the shallow water, hands first, barely leaving a splash in his wake. A handful of seconds later he surfaced far away, just briefly, before sinking once again. While he swam, she waded deeper, until the chilly water lapped at her shoulders.

The water felt like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. Just as a wave of comforting warmth washed over her, freezing water would sting her skin. She shivered, watching the unbroken surface, wondering how far Dane would go and if he would come back.

Some days he seemed invincible to her, an otherworldly creature who could master any skill and smile away any hurt. But he was just a man. His heartbreaking confession had proven that. Not a mythical creature or constellation come to life, he was flesh and blood, heat and breath.

Which meant he would have to swim back to shore eventually.

Or maybe he wouldn’t. Unlikely, but the cold bite of fear was enough to propel her forward, waist-deep, her skirt completely submerged.

She stood on a shifting swell of sand as the wind whipped her hair into her face. He’d done this the first day she met him. It was his way of hiding, of punishing himself. He was a stronger swimmer than her—and a stronger person, considering what he’d been through. She couldn’t reach him. She could only wait for him to come back to her.

She’d been waiting her whole life. She was still waiting, but now she had a name for it. Friendship. Love. Sex. Dane. And he was swimming away.


Chapter Thirteen
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Dark matter: matter that cannot be seen but can be felt

He wanted her to leave.

She’d go back to her life, and he’d fade into the woodwork, dissolve into the landscape. He was part of Florida, more a place than a person. He was the scratch marks on surfboards; he was peeling paint on every door. He was a black mark on the small coastal city, and he couldn’t even hate himself for it. A scar didn’t have feelings.

Even so he felt no surprise to hear her calling out. Closer and closer, the way she always got to him. Until he could feel the slight waves from her strokes through the water. She struggled against the stronger currents of the night. Heavy wind tonight, and she was a weak swimmer. Didn’t she know better? Didn’t she care?

He knew better. She thought she could save him. His smile felt tight and cruel against the wind. It felt like screaming, but silent. It felt like crying. He couldn’t be saved, not even by her.

“Dane!”

Go away. Leave and don’t come back. That would be best for her. Or for him? He turned to face her. In a single stroke her slender body bumped against his. God, she felt small in the churning water. One big wave, one strong current and she’d be gone. He clamped her body close, crushing her. At least this much he could do. He knew how to keep her afloat—it was all he’d ever done for himself. Kicking up with his head above the water. Still breathing, still going. It had to be enough.

“Why are you here?” he asked, shouting over the wind.

She blinked as water dripped from her eyelashes, as it ran in rivulets down her cheeks. “I came for you.”

So simple. He wanted to believe in that. In her. She was smart too. Maybe she was right. Except she wasn’t always smart about people. She kept waiting for her mother to care, but that would never happen. He knew that. Why didn’t she? So simple.

Her mother used thousands of miles to keep them apart, but he was no better. He used secrets. He wielded his utter lack of hope like a drawbridge, keeping Amy out, but here she was swimming across the moat.

Her breaths panted against his shoulder. He could feel her legs kicking beneath the surface, the way they moved slower now, tired. His arms supported her, but she was right not to count on him.

He kissed her, sipping her uneven breaths and rainwater in equal portion. He drank down the fear she felt and let it live inside him. Her mouth scalded him, hot compared to the cold waters surrounding them. The difference between her warmth and the chill sent a shock through him—even though it shouldn’t have. It had always been the difference between her and the rest of the world. No one even noticed him. A pretty girl might look at him twice, but no one had ever accepted him like this, stripped bare and bruised on the inside, where it counted. She knew every dark secret he’d been too ashamed to tell—and she was still here. In his arms, struggling to tread water beside him.

“Let’s go to shore.”

“What?”

He shook his head, but he wasn’t sure she could even tell. With the increasing rain and rough waters, visibility was dropping fast. He squeezed her arms to send some message too complex for simple touches—something about danger and comfort. Something about a glimmer in the darkness.
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The currents dogged them the whole way to shore, pulling them sideways as if the world had tilted. Frothy waves slapped his face, and a fierce undertow wrenched her body away. He tightened his grip on her hand and moved faster. The storm grew angrier in those small minutes, like a frustrated child who had lost a toy. It stamped its feet and battered them about, leaving Dane bruised and breathless at once.

He wouldn’t let go of Amy, though, not for anything. He was mad that she’d endangered herself for him—grateful too. The swirl of emotions inside him matched the tempest outside, but he pushed both storms from his mind. All he saw was a clear line from him to the shore, and Amy safe and sound at the end. It felt good to have a goal, even if his lungs and muscles burned. It was good to be needed.

The sand sank beneath him, made lush and liquid from the shallow ocean edge. He half supported her until they left the water completely. The surface of the beach looked little different from the sea, swamped with rainwater and pinged by a thousand drops. The pelting rain covered his mouth like a blanket, and even collapsed on the sand, he struggled to breathe.

Far off, a large shadow flew through the air. Debris. Common enough in these parts, but he worried. The storm might have gotten worse than anyone expected. Probably not a hurricane, but even a tropical storm could be dangerous to an unprotected person.

He turned to Amy, and the world seemed to slow. She remained where he’d set her down, her legs sprawled out behind her, hands clenched around wet sand. Her eyes were impossibly wide in her face, two moons that held all the answers—if only he knew the right questions. In her eyes he saw her strength, her intelligence. He saw her bravery in that unwavering stare, but the storms wouldn’t care. They’d only beat against her pink lips and bruise her pale skin. They’d rip her apart and toss her out to sea—he knew, because that was how the world worked. What had he been thinking getting involved with her? Jesus. She needed someone who could support her, protect her. All he could do was love her, and he’d figured out a long time ago how little that was worth.

“We have to get out of the storm.”

He spoke too low for her to hear over the roar, but she nodded. So trusting. Foolish.

And lovely.

His heart ached just to look at her. He wished she had rejected him. Then he would have been able to let her go.

The beach they’d entered from was maybe fifty feet from the surf shop. He would have taken her there to weather the storm, but the sea had pushed them far, far down the shore. He squinted, peering through the curtain of rain to the buildings beyond the seawall. They were few and far between out here. Houses, not shops or office buildings.

He grabbed her hand and pulled her along behind him. There was no help for it. She would see exactly what he was made of. It was the only way he could keep her safe right now—and exactly what he deserved.

They ran up the sloped beach. The sand usually met at the seawall, but now it sagged under the weight of the rain. The pike swallowed his steps as if it were quicksand instead of something solid. He managed to jump and catch the rim. His knees scraped as he hauled himself up; then he bent to take her hand. Even drenched, she weighed nothing at all. He’d had backpacks that weighed more than Amy did. Those backpacks had held all his worldly belongings once, but they meant nothing compared to her.

He pulled them along the empty black pavement. Lights were off at most of the houses. This was prime rental season but the area was mostly quiet, filled with tourist families instead of partying frat boys. Still, it was a risk. He hadn’t done any scouting recently. He hadn’t needed to.

They came to a house with dark windows and an empty carport. He jimmied the back window, and it swung open, as usual. A waft of inside air tickled his nose—dusty and untouched. Amy watched him silently. He couldn’t see her disgust, but it was there, underneath her calm exterior. It had to be, because he felt the disgust like a rock in his gut.

It was pure luck that the house he picked would still have easy entry, and that no one was there to stop him. But that was him, lucky. When he stood in front of a crosswalk, it switched to let him pass. When his stomach rumbled, someone threw a five into his guitar case. And when a pretty girl with moon-silk hair and shadowed skin caught his eye—well, she trusted him with everything she had.

His ever-present luck had always been ironic to him, like a cosmic joke, considering. Now that luck swelled in his throat, something prickly and heavy, and he couldn’t do anything but usher her in out of the rain.

They climbed onto the seaman’s bench under the window, feet slipping on the drops they’d let inside. He shut the window, and it clanged before settling into place again. Faux fisherman’s nets hung over blue-painted walls. Carved-wood starfish stuck onto the six pockets of a pool table with faded green felt. A game room.

“Who lives here?” Her voice was loud above the ringing in his ears.

He shook his head, feeling the spray from his hair land on his shoulders. Like he was a wet dog, a stray, and the thought made him smile despite himself. A grim, rueful smile that accepted the inevitable end. Hadn’t he always known it would end?

“No one. Not right now, anyway. It’s a rental.”

She peered into the darkened hallway. “You’ve been here before.”

He said nothing.

With a tiny, impenetrable glance at him, she crossed to the next room, flicking on a switch that went to a standing lamp. Yellow light illuminated the old wooden furniture and floral couch. The aging decor probably kept most renters away, but this place had always been his favorite. It had a continual smell of oranges. Not the chemical tang that had been in the cleaning spray that time he’d worked janitorial at a restaurant by the dock. This was the real thing, somehow. Light, citrusy notes that made it seem like someone had peeled an orange in another room and let the spray waft to all the rooms. He could almost taste the sweet burst of an orange section on his tongue, and it was enough—so he didn’t need a whole family to go with the fantasy. Didn’t need other people and places to go afterward. Just the ghostly flavor on his tongue could be enough for him.

Her eyebrow rose. “How’d you find this one open?”

A shrug. “Tried all of them, once.”

“Breaking and entering?”

“And vandalism. Trespassing. Some other shit. I wasn’t really paying attention.”

“You got arrested.”

“Only once. Long time ago.” And he couldn’t keep the stubborn pride out of his voice. He’d been sixteen and stupid. Now he was older and stupid, but at least he’d figured out how not to get caught.

She bit her lip, and he knew she wanted to ask something.

“Spill it.”

“Weren’t you a minor?”

He knew what she was really asking. Why didn’t the cops do something about him? Why didn’t they care? She didn’t understand how it was, though. How the cops were just mad about their long shift and eager to get home. How the caseworkers were exhausted, and as long as you weren’t beaten up or going on the nightly news, you got put on the back burner. How easy it was to slip out of a temporary group home and never come back.

“I never…” He shook his head. “I didn’t need them. You can’t need people and make it on the streets. It’s either-or. You’re street-smart, handling your shit, or you’re in jail or worse. Got it?”

“Yeah,” she said softly.

“Do you?”

“Not really. I’m trying.”

She really was trying. Her arms were wrapped around her waist, holding herself up. Or holding herself in. Her skirt clung to her legs—and God, why hadn’t he noticed she was wearing a skirt? Swimming around with that thing impeding her. It could have dragged her down. And she was standing in the cold now. He hadn’t done a thing to help her.

That jolted him into action. “Wait here.”

He found the linen closet about where he remembered it and pulled out a dusty towel. He reached for her and stopped halfway, holding out the towel instead. With murmured thanks—and without meeting his gaze—she accepted the offering and excused herself to the tiny restroom.

Once he heard the running water through the door, he collected himself. A quick pat with another thin, pilling towel made him dry enough. Then he scavenged in the kitchen for something to eat. He found peanuts and a few bottles of sparkling water. Far from the exotic snacks in the farmers’ market. A long way from the meal she’d fumbled over in her apartment.

This was his standard fare. A little bit of whatever-the-fuck washed down with a bite. It was all he had to offer her.
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The house was warm and comfortable—and not Amy’s. She had never been here before.

It wasn’t his house either. That had been clear from their back-window entrance and the challenging glint in his eyes. He’d expected her to argue, and she had. Who lives here? His answer had been vague, and she’d let it drop.

She’d had to. If she had turned away from him at that back window, where would he have gone? He wouldn’t have come inside her apartment, not ever again. That knowledge was not formed with the logical proofs she loved so well, but with the rusted, cobweb-strewn cogs of her heart. This was about trust, and he’d earned that much from her.

The soap was shaped like little shells, purple for lavender and pale green for mint. The gold-gilt framed mirror had lost its sheen. The dull glass barely reflected her skin. She was two dark eyes, unblinking. She was a flat streak of black hair. She was a pair of lips asking silently, What now?

He lived in a different world than she did. He belonged to the streets, like the thug she knew he’d never really been. He’d been fourteen when he left. He was eighteen now, which meant he’d spent four years on park benches and overcrowded shelters and sneaking into someone else’s house for a night, like a sadder, more realistic version of Goldilocks.

Meanwhile she had been firmly rooted in concrete apartment buildings and cardboard-cutout houses. On the sprawling college campus and in the squat office buildings where she worked. They were from different worlds, living together on stolen time.

What now? the ghost-girl in the mirror asked.

She had no answer.

One of the first times she’d seen him, he’d been reading a book. Thick pages, grey from use. A white laminate sticker on the back. Definitely from the library, except she didn’t know how he’d gotten a library card without an address. Maybe they’d made an exception. Or maybe he’d gotten it the same way Kurt had gotten a sandwich form the corner store.

The same way they’d broken in here for a dry place to wait out the storm.

She found him in the living room, fighting with a window that was partly open. Water spilled in through the one-inch space, spraying the orange-brown sofa beneath and filling the air with moisture. On a big push he slammed it shut, and the room filled with silence. His breathing came to her, harsh and ragged. It spoke to her better than words could have. I need you, his breath said, and she wanted nothing more than to be there for him.

“Stay with me,” she said.

He didn’t turn. “I’m already here.”

“You know what I mean. When the storm ends. At my apartment.”

A hollow laugh. “You don’t understand. It’s not that easy, Amy.”

It had to be, because it wasn’t okay for him to be alone. It wasn’t okay for her to lose him. “We’ll figure it out.”

“And you’ll pay for it all, I’ll bet.” He faced her, eyes blazing. “Will you give me money for groceries too? Especially if I do the shopping. And the cleaning. How much will I get for fucking you?”

She flinched. “You’re being cruel.”

“I’m being honest. Isn’t that what you wanted? For me to tell you the truth? Now I am. I have nothing to offer you except my body, and you’re telling me you want to pay for the privilege. I should be honored.”

He didn’t sound honored, though. He sounded bitter and furious. The words lashed her, colder and sharper than the rain. She couldn’t breathe in the face of his anger. Her tears fell, unstoppable.

“I didn’t mean it like that.”

“How did you mean it, then? Will I be like a pet? Will you take me to the vet and put a collar on me?”

“Stop it. Just stop it.”

Then he did stop it, and that was somehow worse. He stared at her for one aching, awful minute and then left the room. The door didn’t slam behind him. It closed with a quiet click.

She watched his silhouette through the window. The front porch had a screen enclosure. It wasn’t as good as being inside, but at least he wouldn’t be drenched. He kicked his legs up onto a hammock and flung an arm over his face.

Pissed. He was seriously pissed at her, and she forced herself not to go. Forced herself not to beg at his feet, because she had a little more pride than that, didn’t she?

Not really, but she didn’t think it would work, anyway.

Instead she reclined on the couch, ignoring the dust that clouded around her. She closed her eyes. His words echoed in the empty space.

How much will I get for fucking you?

You can’t need people and make it on the streets.

So he hired a tutor who—

No, she didn’t understand how Dane had survived. She had no idea what that would have been like, except incredibly difficult and terrifying. She didn’t want to understand how his parents wouldn’t have noticed either, except she did.

Amy’d had tutors before, people who swore they could get Amy’s SAT score to perfect—and they’d been right after all. Those people had never touched her inappropriately, never thought of her as anything but the source of their next paycheck. But if they had, her mother wouldn’t have noticed. As long as her grades were up, she might not have cared.

So random. She had ended up fine. Good school. Good job. A good life, by all accounts, if you ignored the fact that she didn’t have a single friend. And Dane was the kindest, most talented person she’d ever met, but he was supposed to fight to survive. That was life. Random.

She’d never be able to understand his hardships. But she could try. Damn it, she could try. If there was one thing her mother had given her, it had been the knowledge that she could succeed. No bar was too fucking high—that was the way she’d lived her life. This was just the first time she’d applied her determination to something that mattered.

The wind slammed into her as she stepped outside. He didn’t move on the hammock, but she could tell he was aware of her. His chest was bare, having lost his shirt at the beach. His jeans were still soaking wet. A faint dusting of facial hair shadowed his jaw. His arm still covered his eyes, revealing the lean muscles along his side. She’d touched him there. She’d touched him almost everywhere, and she wanted to do it again. But now wasn’t the time for that. Not when he thought, even for a second, even as a joke, that she wanted him only for sex.

She put one hand on his warm chest, testing the waters. The hammock shuddered a little under the disturbance. It wasn’t about asking him to move in with her, she realized. It was about standing with him wherever he was. Or lying beside him.

Moving slowly, she climbed in beside him. Hopefully the thing wouldn’t flip over or just rip in half under her weight. The hammock held, though. She curled her arm over his chest and intertwined her legs with his. She would hold on to him for as long as it took.

He moved, so minutely she could have imagined it. He shifted again, and then she was sure. His hand came to rest on her shoulder, and after a pause he pulled her close. He hadn’t let her in completely, but at least he no longer pushed her away.


Chapter Fourteen
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Axis: the imaginary line on which something rotates

The morning dawned overcast with gray skies and wispy, sweeping clouds. Heavy branches dripped steadily onto the gravel lawn. Drops of old rain and dew clung to the black screen netting.

Dane stretched and found himself pinned by a slight, warm weight. Amy. He recognized the shape of her, the velvety feel of her skin where his fingers brushed against it. His mind drifted in the haze, and he let it. Something hovered beneath the surface. Something he’d rather not see. She moved in his arms. One small hand fisted on his chest, as if she was fighting the impending morning too.

Amy sighed, coming awake, and he remembered. He remembered what he’d told her last night, and he hated himself for it. He wasn’t ready to face it, but then he never had been before. He’d just been running and running his whole life.

He was tired of running.

“You okay?” he murmured.

“Yeah.” Her voice was rough with sleep. Sexy too. “You?”

His neck ached from the weird position it had been in. The ropes of the hammock felt permanently burned into his back. But he’d never been more content than this, not ever.

“I’m good.”

She pushed up carefully, only rocking the hammock slightly. She stretched, and he averted his eyes. He wouldn’t presume he still had the right to look. He wouldn’t presume she still wanted him after last night.

The sound of his stomach growling punctured the silence. She gave him a lopsided smile, and he laughed.

“You want to see what we can scrounge up here?”

“Let’s walk back, if you don’t mind? I can make you eggs or something.”

“I’ve seen you cook. I’ll make the eggs.”

Her smile slipped. She opened her mouth. Closed it.

He knew what had made her this way. He’d been an asshole, that was what. “I don’t…” Shit. His voice was gruff. He forced the words out. “I know you aren’t using me. I know it isn’t like that.”

He didn’t add that he wasn’t worth that much. If she really wanted someone to cook for her and clean for her, she could do much better than him. No, he knew the sad truth of it. She really cared about him. For reasons he could never explain, much less understand. So what was he going to do about it?

Good fucking question. Too bad he didn’t know the answer.

Amy grabbed a towel from the kitchen and wiped down the couch. At least he’d managed to close the window before the whole thing was drenched. He tossed a ten-dollar bill into the pantry for the next poor bastard who ended up here, whether that was the owners or another guy like him.

A guy like him. Someone who used other people’s things. Someone who used people.

No. He didn’t use people. He didn’t want to believe that, and definitely not with Amy. He’d never made her any promises.

But he’d used her just the same.

Keeping his secrets had only been a part of it. By not giving her all he had. She deserved better, and for maybe the first time, he wanted to give that to her.

They left through the same back window that they’d come in through. The air had a certain after-rain smell that invigorated him. The trip back to her apartment didn’t feel long at all. They walked in silence, but he didn’t lose himself to his thoughts. He’d hitched his way across the country to get here, which included a lot of walking. His eyes would be open and his body would be moving, but his thoughts would be a thousand miles away.

It was better that way. Not now. Now he preferred his thoughts right here, with Amy. Hearing the chalky white stones shift beneath her feet. Watching the way she moved when she wasn’t looking at him. Even when she was looking at him. He let their eyes meet, let her see what he was feeling. He wouldn’t have words for it anyway. This wasn’t in his vocabulary, not in any of his memories, except maybe the very oldest ones. Laughter and waffles on a Sunday morning. Strong arms enclosing him. Acceptance. It ran through him like a tremor and clenched his throat tight. He kept walking. Her fingers threaded with his, and he held on. For those brief seconds, with her slight fingers feathered through his, he could almost believe it was enough.
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A gleaming white car was parked in front of the apartment building. Stickers on the window marked it as a rental. Her step slowed by some instinct she didn’t recognize. No longer looking forward, no longer reaching. She wanted to stop time, to capture this moment—this messy blot of a moment—when she’d never been happier.

“You expecting anyone?” he asked in a low voice. His fingers tightened on hers.

She shook her head. “Could be for the people next door.”

But she doubted it. The stairs came down around the other side, where the upstairs people usually parked. A figure waited beneath the stairs. Not outwardly menacing, that still silhouette, but she felt the dread deep in her bones.

“Uncle?” she said and hated how different her voice sounded. Like a little girl, because she had been one once. Maybe she had always been a little girl until right now, this moment, standing between her past and her future.

“Amy, where have you been?” Her uncle stepped into the sunlight, squinting.

“I—” She had no answers. Nothing but the truth, and that would never be okay. She had no experience with lying. No desire to try, and yet she had to say something. The space between the past and the future wasn’t a line; it was a trapdoor, and she was falling through.

Dane halted on the sidewalk and released her hand. Just like that, letting her go. And what could she do, drag him forward? Force him into that awkward confrontation, like the poor man’s version of meet-the-parents? She wasn’t ashamed of him, but anything that happened next would be painful for him. He deserved better, but this was all she had.

She turned back. “Dane?”

She wasn’t even sure what she was asking. Don’t leave. Don’t be angry. And God, please don’t let this be the end. They were still at the beginning.

“Don’t worry about me,” he said, his expression veiled.

But she wouldn’t have worried about him. He was an anchor at sea, and she was bobbing, dizzy and breathless. Her voice came out small.

“You’ll come back?”

“Of course.” He grinned. Light glinting off the water, sparkly. Blinding.

And shadows beneath the surface that made her uneasy. “Promise me. This afternoon. I’ll see you this afternoon.”

His smile didn’t dim, but something flickered in his eyes. A lie? Or the truth? “See your family. Don’t worry. Everything will work out.”

His words should have comforted her. They didn’t. She watched him turn and leave. She kept watching as the sunlight swallowed him whole.

“Dane!”

He didn’t turn back as he said, “Take care, Amy.”

Her muscles tensed to go after him—and then what? Force him to stay? Wrap herself around his leg like she was a child? Yeah, so she had abandonment issues. She knew that. And they had a lot to do with the man standing behind her, asking, “Amy? What’s going on? Who is that?”

Yeah, her issues with attachment weren’t going away anytime soon. Neither were her issues with Dane, apparently. With a sigh she led her uncle to her door and let them inside.

There would be no angry confrontation on the concrete steps of her apartment. That would be unseemly. It would have been loud, and he was infinitely quiet as he stepped inside her apartment and looked around. He would be noticing every book or plate out of place. He probably saw Dane’s imprint left in the apartment, his name embedded into every surface. The fabric of the couch and the wood of the chair. He’d seeped into the walls, and she could only breathe him in.

“Can I get you something to drink?” she asked. Always polite, always a host. Somehow her mother had drilled these ideals into her without even being near her.

“Water, please.”

She poured a drink while he settled himself at the dining table. The gentle scrape of the chair grated on her nerves. Even the air sounded loud, the silence overwhelming.

When he had taken a sip, she couldn’t hold back. “Why are you here?”

His sharp glance was a rebuke. A direct question, so soon after his arrival, was rude. Shouldn’t he be allowed to visit whenever he wanted? Shouldn’t she make him feel welcome? She could hear her mother’s voice in her ear, but the tinny voice didn’t come through the cell phone lines. It was in her head. I’ve become her.

And she hated it.

She softened her voice. “Why did you come? You didn’t call.”

“Your mother was worried. She asked me to come check on you.”

“I’m fine.”

“I told her that. But then I saw the storm on the news, and I thought now was as good a time as any to set her mind at ease.”

“Except I wasn’t here,” she finished for him.

His gaze averted, and she knew why. He assumed she’d slept over at a guy’s house. In a way, she had. A night in the life of the homeless. On the beach in a storm, breaking and entering. Being damn cold except for the comfort found in another person.

The night had been bleak, the morning welcome only because it marked the end. Only it hadn’t been the end for Dane or Kurt or anyone like them. Just more of the same.

“You should call her,” he said. “Let her know you’re safe.”

“Did you tell her I was missing?” Because there would be hell to pay.

He hesitated. “No.”

There should be relief. There was. But a small part of her, a tiny rebellious part, wished her mother did know. Then she would be on a warpath, and finally, finally Amy could fight back. No more diplomacy. Just honesty.

She sat down across from him. Their relationship had never included hugs or pats on the back. No touching or sweet words. I love you. I’ll miss you. Just, Did you finish your homework? The answer was always yes. And, Did you call your mother?

“Look,” he said, still not quite meeting her eyes. “I know how it is here. Your mother wouldn’t understand. The important thing is that it ends when you leave here.”

A knot formed in her stomach. If she was honest, it had always been there. In a few weeks she would leave. Maybe they would offer her the job, maybe they wouldn’t, but who knew if Dane would wait? He might not even be in Florida then. They were passing through, just floating along and waiting for the next shark to grab them. She was tired of waiting.

“I’m not sure what’s going to happen with Dane—that’s his name. But I have no plans to end things when I leave here or when I graduate or anytime. I don’t want to end things.”

Maybe she sounded a little petulant. Maybe she felt that way, but it was the pent-up rebellion of nineteen years. It was the angry cry of a toddler and the whine of a preteen. And the hope of whatever the hell she was now. Old enough to go after what she wanted.

“I have no plans to tell my mother because I know she won’t care. It’s not really her business, is it? If you tell her and she wants to stop paying tuition, then fine. I’ll cover it with what I make from tutoring, or I’ll take out loans or something. I’ll figure it out.”

Her uncle grimaced a little. But only a little. Even his frustration was muted. “You have it all planned out, huh?”

“No.” She laughed, surprised to find that he was right. “Maybe I do. Maybe this has been coming for a long time. I’m going to be graduating soon. Isn’t it time I learned to stand up for myself?”

“Not if your mother had her way.”

“Are you going to tell her?”

He examined her apartment again, and this time, instead of its flaws she saw its quiet, solemn joy. The haphazard stack of books with the to-go menus she used as bookmarks. The pillow lying flat on the floor from where she and Dane had cuddled. Right on the hard carpet, just a few feet away from the sofa. It had been better that way. A hard floor and soft body. Cool air and warm skin.

“I won’t tell her,” he finally said. “Though you can, if you want. Don’t worry about the money. If she cuts off your tuition, I’ll cover the final semester.”

Stupidly, tears pooled in her eyes. She hadn’t even known she was capable of crying over this. Or capable of feeling deeply. She’d imagined herself as a robot, going through life without the necessary equipment to love. But love wasn’t missing from her family. It was there, in her uncle, buried so deep it could only come out when she needed it most.

“Thank you,” she said, her voice thick. She wished she could hug him or gush profusely or some other outpouring of emotion, but this was all she could do. Thank you. For his support of her. For coming to check on her. For raising her, when the person responsible hadn’t been willing to do the job.

He cleared his throat and turned his face away. Too much. He understood, though. That was important. There was value in gratitude and grand gestures. But sometimes too there was a solace in the silence. A tacit recognition of things words would only fumble.

“Do you want to stay here?” She gestured to the couch. “It’s comfortable enough, or you could take the bed.”

“No, thanks. I should be getting back. Too much work to do.”

She smiled, familiar with his grueling work schedule. “Is this what it takes to get you a day off? Forty-mile-per-hour winds?”

“No, just your mother calling every hour. She is a force of nature.”

She frowned, chastened. “I’m sorry she did that.”

“She does care about you. I don’t always agree with her, but she cares in her own way.”

Yes, she did. That was why she called, why she berated and reprimanded. But it didn’t mean Amy had to listen. That was the part she hadn’t figured out until now. She could accept this love, even stunted as it was, without also being weighed down by it. As long as her mother wanted some semblance of a relationship, those monthly phone calls, Amy would do her best to oblige. But the rest of her life belonged to her.
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Dane went around back. Logically he knew he could walk in through the front door—and here at the Sugar Shack, at least, he’d be welcome. But that knowledge didn’t let him cross the threshold. Get out of here. I’m calling the cops. Fuck off. There were a thousand voices clamoring inside his head, clashing like metal-barrel drums until he could barely hear himself think.

The sand was still damp from the rain, a cool mush to sink his toes into. He didn’t have any shoes on. Or his shirt. No shoes, no shirt, no service. Get the fuck out of here. He’d worked so hard to pretend he didn’t care. He had everything he needed in his rattling truck. Coins like rusted stars against the felt sky of his guitar case. His whole world.

He rapped on the window and waited. It always took a while. Longer whenever a storm came through. Something about the weather, it aggravated her knees.

The hinge creaked as she opened the door farther. Plump drops of rainwater fell from the windowsill. Her hair was down. Had he ever seen it down before? He didn’t usually show up this early. So much gray.

“Where’s your girl?” she asked.

He raised an eyebrow. “What girl?”

“I may be old, but I’m not blind. Even if I hadn’t seen her that one time, I’d recognize the goofy smile on your face.”

“I’m not smiling.”

“That’s right, you’re not. So I ask again, where is she?”

He shook his head. “I need a favor.”

“You know I give you the best price.”

“I don’t need to score. I need a job.”

She squinted at him, suddenly still. “I told you when you first showed up, and nothing’s changed. With my bum knee, I got nothing better to do than sit at a cash register all day, and lately we don’t get much business anyway. Now if you’re looking to make some deliveries—”

“No drugs,” he ground out. They defeated the whole goddamn point. “I was thinking, instead…what if you started up your rental business again. Like really got it going, with lessons and day trips. The whole thing.”

Her narrowed eyes didn’t give much away. But he’d learned a few things dogging and fighting and barely surviving—and one of those things was not to argue with someone who hadn’t said no yet.

“And you’re thinking to work on this?” Her voice was speculative.

“I’m thinking to run it. I can pull in customers from the pier, get referrals from the shops and restaurants there. I probably know someone who works at every one of them. And you know I can surf. I can swim. I can teach. What I need is a place to work from, a building with a cash register where people will feel comfortable paying.”

“This have anything to do with the girl?”

Yes. And no. Because while he would have to get his shit together if he had a chance with her, she was on her way out of town. No, this was for himself. He couldn’t keep living this way. He wasn’t blind. He saw what happened to the poor fuckers who stayed in this life, who looked like fucking skeletons at forty years old, who finally blissed out on a little too much crack. They were relieved; he just knew it. They did it on purpose, sometimes—he knew that too. There had been moments he’d wished for the same thing.

Ignoring her question, he pressed on. “Every person I brought in, they’d buy things. Drinks, souvenirs. Your business would make more, for almost no work.”

“And a percentage.”

Something warmed in his chest. Oh hell yes, a percentage, because that meant she would do it. “Thirty percent.”

“Fifty-fifty.”

“Thirty, and I’ll be handling the boards and equipment completely. The setup, the maintenance.”

“Forty, then, you hardheaded bastard. I know you’ll make good if this is the way you’re bargaining with me.”

He grinned. “You have yourself a deal.”

“Yeah, that smile ought to earn you a few tips anyway. There’s just one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“If you’re going to do all this, on the straight and narrow, then you’re going to need an ID. A real one. And you’ll need to get certified in first aid. Lifeguard training.”

The lifeguard training would be a piece of cake. The first-aid part would be pretty interesting, actually. But the ID…it couldn’t happen. An ID meant the cops and the state and every single thing he’d avoided for years. It meant the missing kid would be found. It meant questions he wasn’t ready to answer. He would never be ready. “I can do that already, CPR and—”

“I know.” Her voice was as tender as he’d ever heard it. “I know that, but I can’t risk my whole business because you don’t want to be on the grid. You want to be a partner here? You get yourself an ID. That’s the way it has to be.”


Chapter Fifteen
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Parallax: an apparent change in position when viewed from a different angle

Conch shells sounded like the ocean because they reflected the ambient sounds of the room. The air-conditioning, the neighbor’s TV next door, her own breathing. Amy read up about it online and learned that every shell had a unique music because each one’s shape and surface thickness provided different acoustics.

Her particular shell sounded beautiful…and a bit haunted. Though that might have been because of her mood lately. Dane hadn’t come back that night. Or the next night.

A knot clenched in her gut, drawn tighter with every pang of regret. Why hadn’t she run after him the morning outside her apartment? It wasn’t because she was afraid of looking desperate. It wasn’t even because she was afraid of disappointing her uncle. At one time family obligations had been manacles around her wrists, but at some point, for some reason they’d fallen away. Unlocked by a desire for more, by finally deciding to fight for it.

No, the real thing that had kept her rooted to the concrete had been the years of stoicism, a lifetime of holding back. Those bonds weren’t holding her; they were inside her. Etched into her skin with a thousand rapid-fire rebukes and a phone pressed to her ear. Sunk into her bones every night she’d been alone. She didn’t know how to express emotion. She’d only just learned how to feel it.

And now he was gone. Disappeared from her life with only the telltale ache in her heart to prove he’d ever been there at all.

“Amy, right?”

Amy looked up at the gruff question. Lee stood there, looking as stern and forbidding as ever.

“That’s right.”

“You working on anything?”

Her gaze shifted to her computer. Was she working on anything? She had a report open on her computer, but she’d been dragging her feet. As soon as she finished this, she had nothing. Her coworkers struggled with heavy workloads and reducing budgets, while she could only look on in sympathy. Jared didn’t want to train her up on a project just to have her leave by the time all the approvals went through.

And she wasn’t coming back.

“I’m free. Do you need something?”

“Matter-of-fact.” He nodded toward the conference room. “Take a walk with me.”

Her heartbeat suddenly racing, she pushed away from her desk. She’d never been totally comfortable with Lee. He spoke too loud. He looked too closely. And after that department lunch, she suspected he didn’t much like her. So why was he taking her aside? She glanced at her supervisor’s desk. Empty. No help there.

She hurried to catch up with Lee’s long strides. Inside the conference room, a laptop had been set up with the projector. Papers were strewn across the broad table, blinding in the harsh fluorescent light.

He was already squinting at his laptop. “Have a seat,” he said without looking up. “I don’t bite.”

She sat, feeling foolish. And curious. She recognized some of the diagrams on the papers in front of her. At one time she would have waited for clear, specific instructions before acting.

“May I?” she asked, gesturing to the paper. By the time he nodded, she already had them in her hands, riffling through them. Because if he’d invited her in here, they couldn’t be top secret. Even if he only wanted her to make copies, she could look at them. She could judge them.

“I don’t understand this,” she said.

He glanced over. “That’s because it’s wrong.”

Yeah, that was what she’d meant, but she would have waited for all the facts before saying it. And that was okay. She would always be a little more cautious, a little more formal than someone like Lee. It didn’t make her less valuable. It just made her Amy. Defined by what she thought and did—not by the weight of her past nor the wispy hopes for the future.

“Can I see the numbers behind this?” she asked.

“You can do me one better,” he said, pulling up a spreadsheet on the projector. “You can work up the numbers for me.”

He went on to explain how they’d received incomplete data from the latest round of experiments, but since they had to reserve the zero G station two months in advance, and since it cost half a mil each time, they wanted to run more analysis on what they already had. Then, with the narrower scope, they could take the request to upper management for another round. Lather, rinse, repeat. It was a long process. In depth and good and far too long for her.

“I’m leaving in a month.”

“I know. See how far you can get in that time. If you seem to have a handle on it, I’ll put in a request for you to work as a remote contractor while you’re away. When you come back and join the team full-time, this project will be yours.” He raised an eyebrow in challenge. “Unless you won’t have time for side work while you’re at school?”

She blinked, trying to think over the roar in her brain. Side work? A full-time job offer? Yes and yes. “Are you serious?”

“Now don’t get too excited. There’re no promises. Not this early in the game, and not in this business ever. Plus I’m a pain in the ass to work for. Ask anyone.”

She waited, saying nothing.

He continued almost reluctantly. “I expect good work, on time, consistently. And word on the street is you can deliver.”

She’d only been training for this her whole life. “There’s word on the street about me?”

He shrugged. “People talk. Though you spend most of your time working when they’re talking. That’s why you’re in this room.”

Well, look at that. Her ridiculous isolationism had finally come in handy, right when she needed it. She’d been isolated but focused. Also damned good at her job. Yeah, there were upsides to being her. She doubted the strange sense of weightlessness would last forever—momentary euphoria, most likely. But right at the moment she actually felt proud of herself.

Her monotonous life had turned topsy-turvy. Once there’d been only plains, the same flat land stretching behind and before her. Now she stumbled and grieved, climbed and hoped so hard she felt dizzy with it. Exhausted with it, especially hours later, empty-handed after a fruitless search.

Amy’s feet ached by the time she trudged back to her apartment. The beach. The pier. Even the coffee shop, which had been a long shot. Then she remembered—the Shack. Where he had pulled the surfboards from the back and taken her onto the water. Ignoring the pinch in her toes, she headed in that direction.

A shadow loomed there, under an overhang near the back shed, and her heart sped up. Maybe. Please let it be him.

It wasn’t him. It wasn’t a him at all. The girl was near Amy’s age, though the similarities ended there. She was skinny in all the right places, with pale blonde hair and a smattering of freckles. The picture of teenage America that Amy would have given her arm to become in middle school. She’d grown past that self-loathing, but some of the longing remained.

The girl looked at her expectantly. There was no one else back here.

“Sorry, I thought you were someone else.” Amy turned to leave.

“You looking for Dane?”

Amy froze. “Do you know where he is?”

“Maybe.” The girl pushed away from the wall and sauntered over. “What happened? Did he lose interest? Stop coming around?”

Yes. “Something like that.”

She smiled a cat smile. “That’s Dane for you. All sunshine and rainbows until he moves on to the next girl.”

Great. She was trying to get a reaction out of Amy. Unfortunately it was working.

“Look, I just need to talk to him. That’s all.”

“That’s all,” the girl mocked. “I bet that’s all you ever did with Dane. Just talk, right? No, I bet you gave it up and, surprise, surprise, Dane isn’t interested.”

Amy’s face heated. She turned to leave, feeling blind and suddenly dirty. A hand on her arm stopped her.

“Wait. Where are you going?”

Amy swallowed and steadied her voice. “It’s none of your business.”

The other girl’s eyebrows rose. “Yeah, probably not. Definitely not, but here I am looking for him anyway.”

“You’re looking for him too?” That was somehow worse than thinking Dane might have used her for sex, the idea that he’d been using other girls too.

“Don’t get your silk panties in a twist. We weren’t together. I was just…worried about him. He’s been acting touchy lately. Like starting fights and shit. That’s not Dane. So what did you do to him, rich girl?”

Starting fights? No, that wasn’t the Dane she knew at all. But she was starting to understand there was a lot she didn’t know about him.

“I don’t know what’s wrong,” Her mind spun back to that moment outside her apartment, with Dane beside her and her uncle in front of her, her future and past colliding. She hadn’t known what the right reaction was—and she still wouldn’t know. Something was happening beneath the surface, things Dane was keeping from her, things she needed to figure out.

Though looking at the pretty young woman in front of her, she might be too late.

Amy sighed. “Do you know where else he might be?”

A shrug. “Lots of places.” She looked up at the purple-hued sky. “Getting late, though. And I do know where he sleeps.”
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Thank God I changed into flats. The walk took far longer than she expected. And Dane traveled this way just to see her, never once complaining. In fact, she wasn’t sure she’d seen him complain about anything, really. Even his recitation of what he’d been through had been so matter-of-fact it made her heart clench—the way it was doing now. Her chest cinched too tight. Her throat clogged up, her eyes threatened tears, and all she was doing was standing in front of a building.

A parking garage, technically, and so battered she could barely tell. Steel bars jutted out from crumbled concrete, bones spearing long-dried flesh. Rust had painted macabre ruffles along the one complete wall. She hated it. Hated this place, with its foreboding air and faint smell of decay. She hated that he’d come here, of all places, instead of staying at her apartment. Was she that awful that this was preferable?

No, but her expectations might have been. Be with me, love me. And he couldn’t give her that.

“Where is he?” she whispered.

“All the way at the top.”

She started for the stairs, then stopped. Lizzy, that was her name. Lizzy was two steps behind her.

“Are you sure you want to come? He might be angry I came.”

Lizzy looked unconcerned. “He’ll be even angrier if I leave you in this part of town without an escort. I deliver you safely or not at all.”

With a nod, Amy headed upstairs. They passed two sleeping forms on the way, which she carefully sidestepped after peering just enough to be sure…no, not him. On the breezy roof she spotted it immediately. A battered truck that had once been red. It was now a sort of salmon pink with metal lines where the paint had been stripped completely. The island weather aged everything. The cars, the buildings. The people too.

It hit her then, how different he had lived. No food, no shelter. She understood them in the abstract. In her reality the fridge was always stocked, the dorm card always ready to be swiped for a hot meal. She wouldn’t last a second in his world, at least not without him for support.

But he…he had come to see her anyway. Like a merman of lore, stepping out of the sea to walk the beach for a time. Only instead of the girl who had changed—it had been him. But like the movie, he’d had to give up something to do it. He’d had to hide his true self to be with her for this long. He’d given up his identity, his voice, for a few weeks with her. Her heart ached.

How could they turn it into longer? There weren’t any octopus witches or magic tridents to save them now. That was the stuff of stories, even if what she felt for him was real. It lacked the sparkle of a fairy tale, her love. No magic, just a bone-deep desire to be near him.

The ground here was relatively clear. Hard winds had swept the place clean, unlike the littered stairwell. She peeked in the driver’s side window. Empty. Undeterred, she continued around back.

“Dane, are you here?”

She rapped on the side of the truck. Nothing. Maybe he really was still out somewhere. But no matter. She could wait here until he got back.

“Amy…” Lizzy spoke in a low tone that raised the hair on her neck.

“What’s wrong?”

Lizzy reached the back of the truck before her. “Oh shit. Oh no. You don’t want to see this. Wait—”

But she wouldn’t be stopped. Not by Lizzy’s words or the arm used to block Amy.

Amy pushed past, determined to see, desperate to find out…and then she did stop, right in place. Her heart hammered an unsteady rhythm. Her senses sharpened in a way she’d never felt before, as if every nerve ending on her skin could taste the salt on the breeze.

Beneath the shadows, red glinted. Blood, in the bed of the truck. A person who was bruised and bleeding, in the bed of Dane’s truck. And a fluffy gray cat on top of the still form.


Chapter Sixteen
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Escape velocity: the speed required to leave

Dane scrubbed the bottom of the board, relying on his body weight now. His muscles had turned to jelly a couple of hours ago. Night had fallen, but he couldn’t stop. Not until this board had been properly stripped so he could treat it. Then there’d be another board and another. With any luck he’d never run out. He had no idea what he’d do when he stopped. Collapse, maybe. Anything so he didn’t have to think.

Fuck, who was he kidding? Alone in the dark, he did nothing but think. About her. About himself. About his fucking family when he’d sworn, sworn never to do that. There was no point to it, just spinning his mental wheels in the childhood mud.

Except…

Well, except he’d always wondered if his father was doing okay. Shit, the man had more money than he knew what to do with, and that should be enough, shouldn’t it? No idea. But it’d be nice to find out he was good, just to be sure. And maybe if he wanted to know how Dane was doing too, maybe if he wanted to—

This was where he got tripped up. Expecting things from people. Wanting. Needing. That was the kind of shit that got you hooked up to a needle, constantly jonesing for the next hit. That would never be Dane. But wanting Amy, needing her, it hadn’t made him weak. And loving her—that had been inevitable.

Footsteps walked along the pier. Sheila’s uneven gait grew louder. What was wrong? He schooled his expression. Even in the dark he was on guard. Especially in the dark. Some things would never change.

“Dane?”

“I’m here. You need something?”

“I got a phone call, Dane. One of your friends was hurt. You gotta get to the hospital.”

A stampede in his chest. That was what it felt like. He couldn’t breathe, could barely talk. “What friend? Who?”

No answer would make things okay. He didn’t want a single friend to be hurt, but only one name pounded through his head. Amy, Amy, Amy.

“I’m sorry, son.” Regret laced her voice. “She didn’t say who was hurt.”

“Who?” he demanded, already on his way past her. He called back, “Did she give her name?”

“I think she said… I’m not sure. Anna.”

His breath stuttered in his chest. Time suspended. “Amy?”

“Yeah, that was it.”

She said something else, but he’d already broken into a sprint. There were a hundred horrible things that could have happened to a girl on the street, but he had only one thought: Kurt. Kurt, who had been with Lizzy. Kurt, who had been sniffing around Amy’s skirts.

Dane should have been more careful. He should have taken the threat seriously. If Kurt had hurt Amy, or anyone, if he’d put her in the hospital… Dane could have laughed. He almost did, a breathless sound of futility. So much for getting on the straight and narrow. If he got his hands around the other man’s throat, the only place Dane would go next would be jail.
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It took him far too long to get to the county general hospital. He didn’t have time to go back for his truck, and besides, the thing only started half the time he tried. Not a single yellow cab waited at the pier, so he was left with the bus. The island was small enough to guarantee a direct route to pretty much anywhere, even on public transportation. Still he made the driver plenty nervous when he stood up front, sweating every second he had to wait, and sprinting as soon as the doors squeaked open.

The sleepy nurse gave him directions, and he ran down the hall. He took the stairs two at a time.

“Sir? Sir, you can’t go back there.”

He pushed past the nurse in blue scrubs. “Amy? Amy!”

She wasn’t in any of the dimly lit hospital rooms, though. She emerged from the opposite side where a small cluster of worn fabric chairs formed a waiting room.

“I’m here, Dane. Right here.”

Her eyes were glassy with tiredness, and her face was drawn—but she was safe. Not bleeding or hurt or a hundred other things he’d imagined on the ride over. He had to check, though. Just to be damned sure, because she was standing right in front of him. Warm when he put his hands on her arms. Solid when he pulled her in and squeezed. Sweet when he pressed his nose into her hair and breathed. Here, right here. And God yes, he never wanted anything more than that.

Even though he had to let her go. Now, more than ever, when she was threatened, possibly hurt, and—

He stared at her, feeling bewildered. His terror was still there, mingling with the relief in a toxic brew. “What happened? Are you okay?”

“It’s Remy.” Kurt’s voice came from behind him, and Dane whirled to face him. Placed his body between Amy and Kurt, even though he was figuring it out now. Remy was hurt, not Lizzy, who was standing behind Kurt, looking tired but healthy. Remy was hurt, not Amy, who looked at him, bewildered. He’d never let either of them be hurt, and his reaction to Kurt was immediate and primal. Protect them. Keep them safe.

But Kurt didn’t look much like an enemy now. His eyes were bloodshot, his hair sticking up at odd ends. He looked strangely…childlike. A boy who had stayed out past curfew. It deflated Dane’s anger, leaving only a hollow space.

Remy. He let himself focus on his friend.

“Can I see him?” he asked hoarsely.

“Not yet,” Kurt said. “They’re still running tests. He looked pretty messed up.”

Suspicion rose again. “What happened?”

Kurt’s eyes narrowed. “It wasn’t me, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“You’re here, aren’t you?”

“Because Lizzy called me! She was scared.”

Dane gave him that point, because Lizzy did look scared. Of him? That was crazy. He’d never hurt her…but he couldn’t figure that out now, because Kurt continued. “He was in your truck. For all we know, you’re the one who fucked him over.”

Surprise hit Dane square in the chest. He forced out a breath. “I haven’t seen him in days. Weeks.”

Lizzy looked worried. “I know he stole your money.”

“No. I mean, he did, but Remy was…my friend.” He still was.

“I know it wasn’t you.” Kurt rolled his eyes. When Dane shot him a questioning look, he added, “Your knuckles are clean. Whoever did this beat the shit out of him. His hands will be as fucked up as Remy’s face.”

“Jesus,” Dane muttered.

“Yeah,” Kurt said grimly. “We don’t know for sure, but…the nature of the injury, looks like it was a trick. We found him in your truck. I guess he went there…after.”

His eyes fell shut. A fucking trick. Twenty dollars in the alley. “Will he be okay?”

Amy touched his arm. A show of support? He needed that. Wanted it so bad he could taste the longing, bittersweet. Felt it so deep in his bones it twisted and shattered.

“He’ll recover,” she said. “But he might need physical therapy. There’ll be some residual effects. That’s what the doctors told us. But he’ll make a full recovery.”

Shit. Physical therapy. Residual effects. Remy didn’t have the money for that shit, not even with Dane’s thousand bucks. And of course, neither did Dane—but he’d get it. He’d never had much motivation to reclaim his identity and become an upstanding citizen. Amy had been the final push he needed, but with Remy out of commission, Dane was going to damn near sprint to get it worked out. Amy was what he wanted, a future he didn’t deserve. Remy was a debt from his past, a responsibility he’d taken on when they’d been friends. A ragged band of brothers, a war-torn family.

His friend.

“Kurt, go get us some coffee,” he muttered. “And take your girlfriend.”

“What the fuck? She’s not my girlfriend—”

He forced the word out: “Please.”

Kurt sighed and led a solemn Lizzy down the hall. Dane hoped he took her somewhere to sit down and got her something to eat. There was something going on between them, but Dane couldn’t focus on that right now. Partly because he didn’t even want to know what Lizzy and Amy were doing at his truck in the first place.

But mostly because he dreaded what came next.

Amy watched him with a patient expression. Solemn, like she knew what was coming. The lights flickered overhead. Beeping sounds seeped through the walls. The smell of disinfectant clouded his nose, drowning out the sweet scent of her. An awful atmosphere for just about any task, but maybe it was just right for this one. In the shitty, semiprivate waiting room he was going to give up everything that mattered—in the hope that someday he could matter.

“Amy, I want you to know…” No holding back now. No point in that. “I want you to know how much I care about you. More than I could have thought.”

“But you’re breaking up with me.”

So much for a grand speech. “You know we’d never work.”

He couldn’t protect her—tonight had proven that much. He couldn’t provide for her. And above all, he couldn’t be anyone’s cabana boy, a kept man, the one who was good enough to fuck even if he couldn’t pull his own weight anywhere else. Even if she would never mean it that way.

She smiled sadly. “I understand. It’s okay.”

“Jesus, Amy.”

“Did you think I’d put up a fight?”

Maybe I want you to. But that was fucked up. He didn’t play games. At least, not on purpose. But he couldn’t deny a sense of disappointment that she was letting him go easily. It practically killed him to say goodbye, but she acted as if she’d been waiting for this. Maybe she had.

His throat felt tight. “Just…take care of yourself, okay?”

She didn’t say anything as she turned and walked away.


Chapter Seventeen
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Black hole: a collapsed object that nothing can escape

Amy took the elevator down. Large square paintings with bold colors covered the walls, but all she could see was Dane’s face as he braced himself for bad news. The worst part was how comfortably it fit him, that expectancy. As if he’d dropped the mask and let her see the real him. Worried constantly. Fighting all the time. Just living was a battle for him, and it broke her heart even as she knew she’d never fully understand it.

What he’d seen on the streets had prepared him for the worst the world had to offer. Which was, she admitted guiltily, why he’d been so pleased at the smallest gestures of kindness she gave him.

You know we’d never work, he said, and she understood exactly what he meant. He deserved a whole world of happiness—someone gorgeous and sexy and unerringly kind—but all he had was her, lost and confused. And selfish.

Selfish enough not to leave even though he’d told her to. Not yet. Not with the way they’d left things. And she wasn’t sure he really wanted that either. He was upset and angry. And afraid. For her. She’d never had anyone afraid for her before.

She stared at the darkened cafeteria through the metal bars. Closed.

Sinking into a plastic dining chair, she pulled out her phone. At this time of night it would be noon in Japan. What would her mother be doing? Cooking lunch for her family there, perhaps. They usually talked when it was night over there and daytime here. Sleep and shock clouded her mind, making it hard to think—but maybe that was for the best. She’d always thought too much, deliberated and hesitated far too much. Without letting herself examine the impulse, she dialed the number for her mother’s prepaid cell phone.

“Hello? Amy? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong,” she said quickly. And then amended, “Someone I know got hurt and—”

“Who? Ojisan?”

“No, Uncle is fine. It’s a friend.” That was a lie. The man laid up in the hospital bed was a stranger. And the man beside him, looking haunted, was so much more than a friend that her heart was breaking.

“You have work tomorrow, yes? Why are you up so late?”

“It’s ten o’clock. I wouldn’t be sleeping anyway. Never mind. I shouldn’t have called.”

“Why did you?”

The question hit her like a splash of water, cold and stinging. That was her mother’s native tongue—questions. One after the other, pulling and taking until Amy had nothing left but the truth. Why did she call? Because she wanted to connect with the person who should care the most. The person who should be here.

Except that wasn’t true. Maybe when Amy was twelve and she’d had to figure out how to use a tampon by herself. When she was sixteen and got cornered by a guy in the corridor after school before a teacher had come by. She’d been scared then, too confused to explain it over the phone. Her mother should have been there, but Amy wasn’t a child anymore.

“I don’t know,” she answered honestly. For maybe the first time, honestly. “I guess I missed you.”

Dead air. She’d finally surprised her mother into silence. All it had taken was everything she had.

“You should go to sleep,” her mother finally said. “You’re tired.”

Amy let out a breath, slow and even. “Yeah. You’re right. Goodbye, Mom.”

After a staticky silence, the line clicked off.

And, so. That was all there’d ever be between them. A huge amount of space and time, shouting across the galaxy and wondering why she wasn’t heard.

She groaned as she stood, stretching her stiff legs. Feeling ten years older than when she’d sat down to make the call—and really had aged a decade, from wide-eyed little girl to composed woman. Her mother would never do more, be more, and Amy had to stop waiting for that to happen. This was her life, here, on this side of the planet, and it was a damn good one. Even without Dane—although she hoped it wouldn’t come to that.

Following a few plastic signs, she found the gift shops. Also closed. She stumbled on a small nook with vending machines and one that made hot chocolate and coffee. With the spare change in her pocket she bought herself a little time.
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Dane swallowed down the last of the coffee, wincing at the cool, grimy feel of it. He’d need another cup if he wanted to last the night, but maybe he should give it up and try to sleep. And Amy was gone.

He’d sent her away.

He couldn’t think about that right now. Couldn’t think about the bruised, sleeping body in the hospital bed beside him. He emptied his mind as if he were floating on the water, weightless, feeling the water lap at his face, carrying him gently toward sleep.

A nurse bustled in to check on Remy. She glanced at Dane. “Are you staying the night?”

“Yes, ma’am.” He stood out of respect. They’d let him in, despite not being family, since Remy had none. And they had taken his care seriously despite the yellow sticker on his chart that signaled he was uninsured.

She bustled around the bed, checking the numbers and straightening the sheets. “Shift change is in an hour, so I’ll leave a note for the nurse coming on duty.”

“Thank you.”

At the door she paused and looked back. “In the morning he should be awake. The police will come by to take his statement.”

“He’ll tell them what he knows,” Dane promised, even though they both knew it wouldn’t do anything. No one cared about a prostitute on the island streets, least of all the island police department.

“If he…or if anyone needs help, there’s a shelter—”

“I know where it is.”

She nodded and left. He closed his eyes, feeling a pang of guilt at his curt tone. She’d only been trying to help, so he had no cause to be annoyed. He wanted to be left alone. At least that was what he always told himself. If they wouldn’t leave him alone, then he would leave. Problem freaking solved.

Except leaving had only ever made things worse.

Maybe that had finally registered, because he hadn’t once thought of leaving now. Even when things had messed up with Amy, when he had been angry at Remy, he preferred to stay and face them—to fix things instead of leaving.

“Dane.” Remy’s voice was weak and rough.

Dane looked up in surprise. Through one puffy eye, the one that wasn’t bandaged, Remy looked back.

“Jesus.” He stood and reached for Remy’s hand. He held it carefully, not knowing how bruised he might be all over. “Are you hurting? Should I call the nurse?”

Remy’s laugh turned into a cough. His obvious pain made Dane frown. “I’m getting the nurse.”

“No. No, stay. I just want to lie here and…”

He trailed off, and Dane waited. He’d rather the nurse checked Remy out, but he could sympathize with the desire not to be poked and prodded. Anyway, relief coursed through him at seeing his friend awake and lucid. The doctor had said as much, but shit, Remy’s face looked so fucked up. Puffy and blue. Dane still cringed inwardly to think of how much pain he would have felt on impact, how scared he must have been. The leather bracelets and chains that usually circled his forearm were gone, and Dane realized it had been armor. Without it he looked small. Frail.

Remy’s eye blinked slowly. He spoke slowly too, measuring out each word. “Why are you doing this?”

Dane raised an eyebrow. “You told me to stay.”

“Being nice.”

Why was he being nice? A knot in his stomach tightened. “Because we’re friends, right?”

“Freddy told me…you were looking.”

And no doubt had told him to lay low. “Yeah, well, Freddy has a big mouth.”

“It’s true.”

Dane said nothing. He’d already known that. Only Remy’s breathing punctured the silence.

“Guess…it’s karma. They came after…me and took it…all.”

Fucking great. He’d known that too, but it still hurt to hear the words. Remy had taken his money, flashed it around, and gotten himself nearly killed for the trouble. Now they were both broke and seriously worse for the wear.

“Aren’t…you going to…ask me why?”

Dane shrugged like it didn’t matter. It didn’t, really. He’d walked away from a hell of a lot more than that four years ago. Because money was just money, but pride was pride.

And surviving was everything. “I figure you had fifteen hundred reasons,” he said.

“No, I…” Remy licked his cracked lips. “It was wrong. It was—”

Dane put a hand on his arm. “Don’t worry about it now. We can talk about it later, when you’re better.”

“I was mad. I thought if I took it…”

“That I’d like you better?”

A wry sound. “Something…like that.”

“Well, news flash, I fucking don’t. As soon as you don’t look like roadkill, I’m going to kick your ass.” Which was a lie, and they both knew it. Most of his anger had dissipated over that dark, wet night with Amy. The rest had dried up with the fear that she’d been hurt. Some things were more important than money. Friendship. Love. A future.

“I’m going to get the nurse,” he said gently. “She can check you out before she leaves.”

“Dane?”

“Yeah.”

“I thought it would make you stay.”

His eyes widened briefly. At least there was some twisted logic there, some upside-down caring. Dane couldn’t very well skip town with no gas money. It wasn’t the first time someone had hurt him in the name of caring. Only Amy had given him love without any demands.

But she still deserved something in return.
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Dane blinked into the dark, startled, disoriented. He realized he’d fallen asleep on the hard plastic chair. “Amy?”

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.”

He scrubbed a hand over his face. “What are you doing here?”

She held up a steaming cup that smelled amazing. “I just stopped downstairs and came back. I couldn’t leave yet. Not the way…”

The way they’d left things. The way he had left things, as if leaving her would somehow right all the wrongs. As if losing everything, for the millionth time, would finally make him whole. Fuck.

“I told you I didn’t want you here.” That wasn’t exactly what he’d said, but it would do the job. If he were rude enough she’d leave him, wouldn’t she? “You’re not wanted here.”

She blinked, wiping away the pain before he was even sure he saw it. “I thought you might need coffee,” she whispered.

But then again, her family had treated her like shit for years, and she still talked to them. So maybe she’d stay no matter how mean he got. It was as good a reason as any for him being a dick. He wasn’t sure he could’ve kept up the act anyway. Not when he wanted that Styrofoam cup she held.

Not when he was so damn glad to see her his throat ached.

“I’m glad you came back,” he said gruffly.

She looked wary, as if she expected him to kick her. “Yeah?”

The uncertainty in her voice made his chest feel tight. There was bravery in the smallest of acts, like coming back to a man who had hurt you. Like holding hands for the first time. Like trusting him when she had every reason not to.

And the worst part was he’d been a coward.

“I don’t want you to go,” he said honestly, painfully.

Truth. It should have protected him all those years ago, but it hadn’t. Silly to rely on it now, then. Except this was Amy, and if he could ever allow himself to be vulnerable in his whole wretched life, it was with her.

He swallowed hard. “I fell in love with you.”

Truth.

“No, you didn’t.” She seemed more confused than pissed.

He laughed, and it came out a little thick. “Goddamn, you don’t make this easy.”

Her eyebrows pushed together. “I’m sorry.”

“No, that’s not what I… Fuck, I’m screwing this up. Everything in my life is fucked up right now, except you. And I’m fucking this up too. Because that’s what I do.”

“I love you too.”

Her words were quiet but sure—as sure as a promise. A promise that he was good enough, despite himself. That he was worthy of love when he’d thought himself irredeemable.

“Stay with me,” he breathed. “I know it sounds crazy. I know it is crazy, but let me make this work. God, I know I can.”

For you, he wanted to say. But that would’ve been a lie. This wasn’t some altruistic act. It was selfish, pure and simple. He wanted her, and he’d walk through fire, walk on water, walk up and down the whole Eastern Seaboard if it meant keeping her.

“I want to, but my school.”

“Go to school. Finish it. I’ll come up there with you. I’ll pay my share. Once I get my paperwork sorted out and the government considers me a real person, I can get a job at any fast-food joint. I don’t care.”

She scrunched her nose. “Fast food?”

“I know it’s lame, but if I work there for a couple years, work my way up, there’s always the chance of a promotion or something.”

“It’s not that. I mean…what about your music? And up there, there’s no surfing. Freezing even when the sun is out. You’d hate it.”

Yeah, he probably would. He’d been born and raised under the California skies, and he’d stuck to the South as he crossed the country. But he’d be with her.

“Stay here,” she said softly. “Let me go to school. Find a job here where you can work your way up. And then I’ll come back.”

That plan made more sense, he had to admit. All but for the question in his head, the one he could barely voice. When he did, his voice had gone rough as gravel, stones grating against each other. “What if you don’t come back?”

Then she did something unexpected. She smiled, and the effect was a blow to his chest. “I’ll be counting down the days, mister.”

And he did something unexpected too. He trusted her.


Chapter Eighteen
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Ether: an ancient term for empty space; nothing

The stars were a puzzle, spread out and waiting. They whispered secrets, but only if you listened closely and understood their language. That was the allure. Amy had solved every problem a teacher had put in front of her. But she would never solve this one, the complex net of hanging lights. Challenging. Mysterious. Endlessly bright.

No wonder she had fallen in love with Dane.

Remy stayed in the hospital for three days, and Dane rarely left his bedside. When he did, it was to move his truck to her apartment parking lot. He threw out the tattered, bloody bedding and moved a duffel bag of clothes into her closet. He kissed her on the mouth, fast and firm, before rushing to work.

A quiet hum filled the apartment as she slipped into bed. She pressed her face into the pillow and breathed in deep. Warm and wonderfully familiar. Dane had been in this bed just last night. Double-wide—big enough for two people but with mandatory cuddling.

She would have expected more of a sprawl from those broad shoulders and long limbs, but he made himself smaller when he slept. He curled his body around hers as if protecting her from some unseen attack. His body was a code she’d learned to decipher. Safe now, it said in careless scribbles. Safe, safe, safe, it beat in his chest. As she’d lain awake in his arms, her heart ached and expanded and pulsed with a kind of bittersweet fervor.

He’d been gone all day. Remy had agreed to go to the shelter in Miami, the big one that had actual resources available. A social worker and therapist, career counseling. He’ll probably just leave in a week, Dane had said, resigned. But he was still driving Remy up there.

With her bed as a confessional, he’d told her something else too. We used to hook up. And then he’d looked at her, expectant and nervous. You know what I mean, right?

He thought she was naive.

Because, okay, she was. But she knew what it meant. Hooking up meant sex and hooking up with Remy meant Dane was gay. Or bisexual. Naive.

He also thought she would freak out, judging by the way he braced himself for her reaction. Why would she? Because her mother wouldn’t approve? Really, her mother didn’t approve of anything. As for Amy, she had longed for warmth and intimacy her whole life. She didn’t blame Dane for finding it before her.

The closing of the door stirred her from a shallow sleep. She moved to sit up, but Dane smoothed her hair and said, “Shh, don’t. Let me shower, and then I’ll come in.”

Come in, she thought with a drowsy smile. As if the bed was a secret clubhouse, a blanket fort for just the two of them. He shut the door before turning on the bathroom light, always considerate. The shower flipped on. Her smile slipped. Or maybe his come in meant he still felt like an outsider with her. Like he needed to be clean before he could be part of it. She wondered if it had bothered him to see the shelter and the people in it. She wondered if he would ask for support if he needed it.

She slipped out of bed and walked to the bathroom. She placed her palm flat on the door. Now who’s the outsider? If he wanted to be alone and she invaded his privacy, she would feel awful, but she couldn’t shake the pull she felt to go to him, the urgency to show her love for him right now.

Let me shower, and then I’ll come in.

She rapped lightly.

A pause. “Amy?”

Even with the door closed, she could smell the tang of soap and feel the mist on her skin. “Do you want company?”

An even longer pause. “Yes.”

She couldn’t read that yes, whether it was begrudging or appreciative or something else entirely. She was acting on instinct when she opened the door and flipped off the light, dousing them both in shadows. He pulled back the curtain enough to watch her, sucking in a breath when she reached for the hem of her shorts. Tension saturated the damp air, filling the space between the moisture. It washed over her bare skin and turned her nipples to tight points.

Without a word she stepped into the shower behind him. Scalding water splashed onto her toes, but she didn’t ask him to make it cooler. She wanted to suffer whatever he thought was necessary for himself. She would feel him this way, because she couldn’t see him. He was all darkness, illuminated only by the flashing droplets that adorned him. Like the night sky, only visible by the stars strung through it.

“Do you want to talk about it?” she asked.

“About what?”

“Whatever’s bothering you.”

His laugh was unsteady. “You’re going to kill me, you know that?”

“But in a good way?”

He pulled her close, and she sucked in a breath at the feel of his slick skin against hers. “In a good way,” he murmured.

He turned them so that she was under the hot spray, making her just like him—wet and wanting. His head descended. Her head tilted up, without thought or planning. Her lips grew alight, suddenly awake and bright, at the touch of his. She closed her eyes and let him into her mouth—and then I’ll come in—and listened to all the words he didn’t say.

His hands were at her hips, and then they weren’t. Her legs parted at the lightest nudge. No, wider. She found her footing on the bathtub surface as he knelt in front of her. The first touch of his mouth to her folds drew a gasp. His tongue moved deeper, his way already slicked from the rivulets of water and her arousal. She couldn’t contain the moan that escaped her. Couldn’t hold back any of the sounds. He’d unlocked something in her—feelings, desires. They came spilling out and bounced off the tiled walls, echoing around them.

He had done this before, but in the safety of a bed. In the dry, soft space where he could pause and smile at her over the plane of her body. Where she could clench the sheets in her fists and raise her hips into his face. Not here, not now. The tile slid away from her fingers, leaving her hanging, suspended. Her head fell back; she stared at nothing. Even his tongue on her clit felt indistinct, flashes in the dark.

A red flare, that was what she was. Explosions on the surface, but from far away, from where she was, all she could see was flickering light. She came with a shudder and a soft cry, still lost in the hazy pleasure of his attention.

He stood and turned away. Leaning against the wall, he formed a dark shadow beside the gray shower-curtain canvas. She wished she could sketch his silhouette—if she had the talent, like he did—or write a song about the perfect arc of him. Art could comprehend the beauty of it better than her numbers or logic could. She reached out to trace his back. Then lower, to his ass, feeling him clench there at her touch.

She reached around the front and touched him, tentative, gentle. “Let me,” she stammered, unable to say all the words. To use her mouth like he’d done. To return the favor.

To learn something new.

He knew what she meant. He shook his head. “Like this.”

His hand circled hers and tightened the grip. Harder. He moved them together from base to tip, base to tip—faster. He didn’t let up, not even when she’d learned his rhythm. He held her, used her, as his breathing grew harsh and his movements jerky. She stumbled slightly, falling against his side, coming close.

“Dane,” she asked, breathless herself and somehow afraid. There was a force stronger than she’d known about, scarier than she’d been prepared for. He hurt her hand with his rough movements, and it had to be hurting him too.

He gave a strangled cry. “Amy.”

His body tensed as he rocked in slow, urgent motions, wringing himself out. He slumped against the tile. Tremors ran through his body, using his hold like a conduit, making her tremble too. Gingerly he released her, and she let her hand fall away. She fell back too, disconcerted and used up.

He looked over. Drops fell from his hair, his nose. They dotted his eyelashes. She had the strange sense that he wasn’t really there. He was empty space, made real by what was outside him.

“Are you okay?” he asked hoarsely.

She forced a smile in answer. But she knew something was just beyond her reach. Not her orgasm, she’d gotten that. Something even more intimate. He’d kept it away from her. Trust.


Chapter Nineteen
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Cosmos: a harmonious system; the united whole

She came home to the smell of chili simmering on the stove. Meat and beans and a spicy twist that made her mouth water. Cumin. Did he know her weakness for the earthy spice? He cooked every night, some type of tender meat in savory broth until she felt a full-fledged addiction. His presence was a sensory experience. The scent of his meals. The golden-hued sight of him. The solid feel of him when he kissed her in greeting. Each day made her more dependent on his smiles while also bringing her one step closer to leaving.

He didn’t greet her now, though. He sat in the dining room, in the dark, and despite the warm aroma and the care he’d shown preparing it, a shiver ran through her.

“Dane?”

“Yeah.”

“Did something happen?”

“Not really. Go ahead and settle in first. Change your clothes. We can talk after.”

He already knew her so well. From the tone of his voice he was trying to rein in his temper, but she knew him well too, and the frustration lay just beneath the still-water surface.

She toed off her pumps and walked to the closet, feeling surreal. The cat jumped from behind her clothes when she went inside. He hissed, like he always did. His fluffy tail flicked around the doorjamb as he left.

He was probably about to leave another hair ball in her shoe. Dane was always apologetic about it, so apologetic. And once, after the bathroom-spraying incident, he had even offered to find the cat a new home. But she saw how much it cost him to even make the offer.

Maybe the problem was being inside, they had thought. So they opened the apartment door. The cat went downstairs and sat on the hood of Dane’s truck, refusing to move until Dane carried him back inside.

After changing, she met Dane at the table. It felt a little like going to her execution, though she didn’t know why. She hadn’t done anything wrong, that she knew of. But she didn’t always know. That was the problem.

Instead of sitting next to him, she hung back, an outsider.

She braced herself. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

He pushed a rectangle of paper across the table.

As she recognized the logo on the torn envelope, dread swiftly gave way to guilt. “You opened my mail?”

“Looks like it.”

“Nice apology.”

“I’m not sorry.”

“That’s a surprise,” she said, tapping sarcasm from some unknown well. Fear had assailed her ever since she had seen him waiting in the dark, and she used her anger like a shield. “You open my mail. You lied to me—”

“I never lied.” He tapped the envelope. “You were the one who lied. A hundred dollars, Amy. I owe you a hundred dollars more per month.”

“No, you don’t.” She’d had this argument in her head several times before finally deciding to…to lie to him. “You couldn’t afford it. What does it matter?”

The sound that came from the shadows was a growl. “Yeah, you’re probably right. I should just be a lapdog and who the hell cares about, I don’t know, pride. I’m just a fucking homeless guy, right? I don’t have feelings.”

Her mouth fell open. “I didn’t say that.”

“Maybe not, but you thought it. That’s what this means, Amy. You lied to me.”

Her throat grew tight. “Okay, I shouldn’t have lied.”

“Nice apology,” he mimicked.

“I just didn’t see the harm! I pay for the apartment already. It comes out of my stipend for the internship. This way, you could save more money.”

“Or…and hey, I just thought of this. I could save money by not paying rent at all and living in my fucking truck.”

No. Please. Her muscles tightened as she held herself back. Half of her wanted to throw up right on the beige carpet. The other half wanted to throw herself down and beg him not to go. There was nothing she could do or say that wouldn’t humiliate her. She wanted to hate him for making her feel this way, for making her feel weak and needy the way her mother had done. But she could see how much her lie had hurt him. She had wanted to help and ended up offending him.

Her vision blurred. “I’m sorry,” she blurted out and meant it.

She turned and fled into the evening, only realizing she had left her shoes behind when her feet sank into the doughy beach and sand slipped between the mesh of her stockings.
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Confirm the correct amount for rent. Pay any additional amount owed. And above all, play it cool.

That had been his game plan. Oh, he’d been pissed all right, especially right after talking to her landlord. Once he’d had a chance to calm down, he’d realized she’d done it out of…what, love? That was pushing it. But she’d meant well, anyway. We both know you’re a loser, but I didn’t want to make you feel bad about that, so…

Fuck.

He’d seen her, and all his good intentions of playing it cool had gone up in flames. He’d jumped all over her, put her on the defensive, and—surprise, surprise—everything had gone to shit. Good job, asshole.

She already knew he wasn’t good boyfriend material. He didn’t have to make it worse by snapping at her and calling her a liar. A liar. Rich, coming from him. He’d kept so many secrets he was made of them, every lie a grain of sand and him a castle ready to crumble at high tide.

He found her footprints first, small impressions carved from damp sand. He strode quickly, his footsteps trailing beside hers, as if they’d walked together instead of separate.

She was sitting on one of the fisherman’s piers. Her legs hung over the edge, swinging softly. He was reminded of the way little girls sat on park benches, unable to reach the ground. Amy was one of the most competent, intelligent people he’d ever met, but there was some of that little girl left in her. And he’d come down on her, hard.

She didn’t move as he sat down beside her and swung his legs over the edge.

“I’m sorry, Amy.”

A ghost of a smile touched her lips. “Aren’t we a pair, both of us sorry.”

“I mean it. I got upset and just unloaded on you. It’s a sore subject for me.” When she was quiet, he closed his eyes. “The woman I stayed with for a while. She scheduled my day. She dressed me. I felt like I was suffocating.”

Her eyes were wide and faintly horrified. “I would never want that.”

“I know.” He sighed. “I swear to God, I know. But I’m not used to staying inside all the time. Or having someone nearby. Or just…being normal. I’m still figuring it out.”

Her smile was sad. “I don’t know how to be normal either.”

“Aren’t we a pair?” he murmured, repeating her words. They were alike in more ways than he’d realized.

He wanted to kiss her. Her face was upturned and her expression so vulnerable it made him feel raw inside, but he didn’t know where they stood. A fistfight he could have handled. Getting threatened or roughed up. But Amy wouldn’t do any of that. She would simply turn her face away—in disgust, in disinterest—and he would die inside.

“I just…” Her knuckles were white where they gripped the rough wood of the dock. “I don’t want you to leave.”

His heart squeezed. “What I said before, I didn’t meant it like an ultimatum. I know it must have sounded that way, and then you left—”

“Not just that. You’re not going to tell me if you’re struggling with the rent. You won’t tell me. You’ll just leave, and I can’t… I don’t…”

“You don’t want me to,” he answered, low and suddenly stricken. “I’m not your mother.”

“It would be worse,” she whispered.

Then he did kiss her; he had to. He pressed his lips against hers without any tenderness or sexual communion—there was only an urgent need to be connected. To fuse his body against hers. To feel and feel and feel.

When he broke away, she was gasping for air, and he wasn’t even sorry.

“When she came back from my dad’s funeral, she was so angry at me. She called me things. A bad child. A stupid one. I remember the way her mouth looked as she formed the words. Warugaki. Baka. She blamed me for them coming here, for him dying.”

He swallowed, imagining a little girl bearing all that weight. She was smart. Even as a child, she would have always understood the guilt her mother had assigned her.

“I remember the way she looked at me, like she hated me. I tried so hard to prove her wrong. All these years. To be smart and obedient. But I can’t do it anymore.”

“You don’t have to,” he murmured. He felt helpless against this enemy from her past and an ocean away. He wanted to say that her mother was selfish and cruel, that her mother was the stupid one—but he knew insults wouldn’t help. You never stopped loving your parents, not really. Even if they never loved you.

She blinked up at him, eyes impossibly wide. “I don’t know how to keep you.”

He spoke quietly but firmly. “I can’t promise how long I’ll stay or how this will end. But I can promise you this: if I ever need to leave, I’ll talk to you. I’ll tell you why, and I’ll say goodbye.”

The thought of saying goodbye to her, of leaving made his stomach twist, but she deserved that much from him. He wasn’t good for her. Staying this long had been selfish, and he had no plans to stop. No, he didn’t plan on leaving her at all—but if he ever did, he would be leaving more than his home behind. He’d be leaving his heart.


Chapter Twenty
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Nebula: a cloud of dust and gas from which new stars are created

Amy rubbed her neck, studying the diagram in front of her. Overly complicated, it tried to cram every spec and warning into one image. She needed to splice the information in a way that made sense for the staff meeting next week. Having Lee’s confidence was well and good—and in fact more than she’d ever expected—but she still wanted to impress at the department briefing. Even though she’d already talked it out with Kelly over lunch the past week.

She was fitting in better at work lately, or maybe she’d figured out how to relax.

Dane had sworn her apartment would end up trashed if they hosted the card game, but his friends had been respectful and funny—and something more shocking: inclusive. She felt bad about taking their money though. She should pick up some poker chips from the store for next time.

If there was a next time. She was leaving next week, a fact that both she and Dane studiously ignored. They talked about everything else, though. He got up when she did to make her coffee. They would sit at the table, voices soft with lingering sleepiness, the quiet ease enough to make her heart swell with happiness.

She usually got home before him and prepped dinner by chopping vegetables. She left the actual cooking for him; they both preferred it that way. The whole situation was comfortable, homey, and so very temporary.

She shut her eyes, trying not to think about it. Coward.

Dane would tease her about being a workaholic when he saw her hunched over her stack of papers, and then rub the knots out of her shoulders. She stretched her arms up, groaning from the stiffness. Unfortunately he was still at work. Business at the marina picked up steadily each day, which was great for him. It also meant staying later and later for the tourist hours.

A high-pitched sound came through the window, like a car pulling to a stop. Her eyes narrowed as foreboding ran through her. Having Dane here, making real progress at work—her life was an idyll. She wanted to put up a fence so high and so strong that no one could ever disturb it. You’re being dramatic, she told herself grimly. There was only one problem with that explanation. She was never dramatic.

Even as footsteps sounded on the stairs, she crossed the small apartment and peeked outside the window. A black car sat in the closest parking space. Onyx paint gleamed in sharp contrast to the faded red truck beside it. Maybe her uncle had returned in a rental. The terse one-line emails he sent every week were more communication than they’d had when they lived under the same roof. So why hadn’t he mentioned a visit?

A knock came from the door. She tried to shake off the strange feeling. Like doom—so apparently she had learned how to be dramatic.

The man standing on her step was a stranger. His silver hair was cut short, mussed just enough to be trendy. He was one of the few people she’d ever seen look comfortable in a suit, and it elevated him. The car, the suit, the man—they were all out of place in her small, weatherworn apartment building. All of him except his eyes. She’d seen that cobalt blue every morning for the past two weeks.

“Oh my God.” The words came out a whisper.

Bushy eyebrows, almost white, rose slightly in response. He shifted on his feet, despite the composure he wore as sleekly as his suit. She realized he was as uncomfortable as she was.

“Is Daniel Malone here?” he asked.

“No,” she said automatically. In the seconds after, her mind caught up. No, because she’d never heard the name before in her life. No, because even if that was who she suspected, he wasn’t here. She was alone in the apartment, and for once she was grateful for that. Most of all—no, because his serious, familiar blue eyes were crashing through that gate, proving it wasn’t as high or as strong as she’d pretended.

“I’m not lying,” she said when his glance flicked over her shoulder.

He studied her. “Do you know where I can find him?”

Yes. “No. Just…go away. You can come back tomorrow.”

Okay, she was flustered. She’d put together so many puzzles in her life. Every problem solved, every test aced. Even the diagram spread out on her kitchen table. This man was a puzzle too, one she didn’t want to solve. Didn’t want to see the lines that connected him to Dane. Didn’t want to think about the effect to this cause.

He rubbed a hand over his eyes. “Please. I’ve come a long way. If you know anything…”

Her heart twisted. He was begging, really, and she couldn’t say no to that. Except she also couldn’t say yes. The only thing Dane had ever told her about his family was that he’d left them—with very good reason. For all she knew, he would want her to deny all knowledge and slam the door in this man’s face. His kind, tired-looking face.

She swallowed past the knot in her throat. “How did you get this address?” she asked softly.

He shook his head. “The detective on his case. He was alerted when the request came through for a social security number. He told me and I…” He pulled in a breath. “Daniel is my son. All I want is to speak to him. I swear I would never—never hurt him.”

His voice broke at the end, and her whole chest constricted at the halted sound. Did he know why Daniel had left? How could he not know, at least on some level? But those weren’t her questions to ask.

“Come back tomorrow,” she repeated.

“Wait.” He sounded more urgent now, almost desperate. “Is he here? Please. Let me speak to him—”

His fear echoed inside her. She was afraid too. “He left for a reason,” she said gently. But she didn’t expand on that because it wasn’t her secret to share. “If he sees you, he might leave again.”

And the possibility terrified her. Dane knew how to pack up and leave with just the clothes on his back. He knew how to cut himself off from the people who loved him. She’d like to believe that their bond was stronger, that she could care about him enough to make this time different, but she was too practical for that. He had run for years. She had no reason to believe he would really stop for her.

He looked faintly bewildered. His shoulders slumped within the smooth lines of his suit jacket. “He must hate me.”

Probably, and the thought chilled her. Hate. Dane had hated his parents, so he’d left. Just left. The same thing her mother had done. Had her mother hated her too? She shared an affinity with the man in front of her, even though she would prefer not to. They’d both been left behind. They’d both spent the years waiting so long and so hard that a part of them, deep inside, had flickered and grown dim.

She pointed to the strip of storefronts down the street. “On the beach, across from the deli there. Wait two hours.” When he hesitated, she added, “Give him this much. Surprising him will make it worse. He’ll come if he wants to see you.”

She half expected him to refuse. He might stand outside the door or wait in his car, and she wouldn’t have been able to stop him really. Except she would make him, somehow. She had never had someone to stand up for her—and neither had Dane. But she could now.

He studied her for a minute before nodding. “I’ll be there. And thank you.” Belatedly he offered his hand. “Adrian Malone.”

The name sounded vaguely familiar. “Did you play at Cornell?”

He blinked, withdrawing his hand. “That’s right. A couple of years ago, on a tour.”

The same tours that had taken him away from home, that had left a boy vulnerable to a predator.

Her expression hardened. She hardened all over and inside. “I’m Amy. And if you screw this up, if you do anything to hurt him—”

“I wouldn’t.”

“—I will personally find you and make you regret it.”

As threats went, it didn’t carry a lot of weight. Her slender form wouldn’t be much match for his taller, stockier one. A man with his prestige, even if it was only in artsy circles, had nothing to fear from a shy engineering student. But the sincerity went down to her bones, a type of protectiveness stronger than love or lust, stronger than she knew she could be.

“I understand,” he said gravely. “He’s lucky to have someone like you, Amy.”

He drove away, leaving her in the stairwell staring after him.

The thought of waiting inside repelled her. When the sleek black car turned the corner, out of sight, she grabbed her purse and headed toward the Shack.

The woman behind the counter regarded her with kind eyes. “Sorry, honey. He left about an hour ago.”

An hour? That wasn’t like him. In the beginning she’d been careful not to be too needy. She didn’t ask when he was coming home or where he’d been, even when he showed up late. He had laughed when he realized. You think I’m staying out later than I have to? I’ve got a warm apartment and a sweet woman to come home to. You’re going to have to try harder than that to get rid of me. So she wasn’t worried. Except what if he had come home and seen his father standing on her doorstep. What if he never came back? People had a tendency to leave if she wasn’t careful. If she wasn’t good enough or smart enough or quiet enough, they left and never came back.

She wandered aimlessly after that, knowing from experience she couldn’t find him if he didn’t want to be found. At the dock she stopped to watch the gulls swoop near the pier. Their bodies flashed across the bleeding sunset, streaks of white.

Standing at the rail, she realized what was bothering her most. The similarities between her and Adrian Malone had raised new questions. Had Dane told his family what was happening; had he made them understand? Had he written or called to let them know he was alive? She didn’t want to blame a young boy for what he’d done to protect himself—but she also recognized the bleak confusion in the older man’s eyes. She recognized it because she felt it herself, through years of wondering why she hadn’t been lovable enough for her mother to stay. Through weeks of painful hope that she was lovable enough to keep Dane now.

It confirmed what she’d always secretly suspected: that Dane was the one who left—and that she was the one who got left behind.
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“I’m looking for a job,” Dane said.

Sully frowned at him. As far as Dane knew, Sully owned Guido’s Italian Grill with no Guido in sight. The man was a romantic at heart, as evidenced by the montage to 1950s movies decorating the walls. He handed out Styrofoam to-go containers with leftover food to anyone who came by at closing time, which was how Dane had met him.

“You already have a job,” Sully said. “Whenever you want, you have a job.”

“Not like that. I mean a regular job. Like washing dishes or something.”

Sully made a dismissive sound. “Your hands, washing dishes. You make beautiful music. That’s what I hire you to do.”

Dane had done a couple of nights with his guitar in the dimly lit alcove. Sixty bucks for a few hours of playtime should have been good, but Sully didn’t like his usual playlist. It’s depressing, he had said. People are either in love, or they want to be in love. And here you are, telling them it’s not real.

He wanted Frank Sinatra and Tony Bennett. Dane played them, grudgingly. It wasn’t his sound, that was all. “Fly Me to the Moon” was actually a cool song, and he had fun with the acoustic version. But he drew the line at “Maria” from West Side Story. Even a starving man had pride.

Well, maybe not, but the songs tapped into some well of emotion he hadn’t known he had. Without meaning to, he sang with heart and with passion—and then went back to his truck and stared up through the crack in the concrete. The contrast was too much for him, even now that he…even now that he was in love. Or something like it. What he felt for Amy was too new, too tender to share with the world.

Dane shook his head. “My new gig at the surf shop is probably going to run into dinnertime anyway. This would have to be later, close to closing. I could help you clean up and stay as late as you need.”

The other man stroked his beard, examining a black-and-white photograph of Sofia Loren. She laughed at something someone off camera was saying, her enthusiasm infectious even through the camera lens. The unrelenting optimism of the whole restaurant, of the restaurant owner had always made Dane uncomfortable, like listening to someone praise a religion he didn’t believe in.

He swallowed hard. “I know you may not think I’d show up every day, since I didn’t come to play. But it wouldn’t be like that. I have a…regular place to stay now, and I’d be on time every day. This is serious. I know that.”

Sully’s brows pushed together. “Your music is serious. It’s what makes you different.”

No. It was genetics and a flick of his fingers, a parlor trick. His music had nothing to do with him, but he couldn’t say that without sounding crazy. “If you’re not sure, I can work a trial period for free for a week. Just to see if I do a good job.”

“I know you’ll do a good job,” Sully said dismissively. “Okay, fine. Dishwashing.”

“Yes. Thank you. You won’t regret it.”

He continued thanking the other man as they figured out what hours he’d work. Eight to midnight would be perfect timing after being at the Shack during the day.

Between the two jobs he’d be able to pitch in for half of the rent and utilities on Amy’s apartment. She had tried to tell him that wasn’t necessary, but damned if he was going to freeload off her. It was either pay his way or stick to his truck, so she’d finally sat down and worked out the actual numbers with him.

At least for the weeks they had left. Then she’d go back to school and…he really couldn’t plan that far in advance. He didn’t want to think about the time she’d be gone. Yeah, that was some irony. When he was finally getting his shit together—gone.

His papers had come in last week through the shelter in Miami. He even got Sully to put up a flyer for his surf lessons in the waiting area. He was feeling pretty damn good about himself until he stepped onto the long deck, mostly empty this late on a weeknight, and saw a familiar silhouette against the sunset.

A sense of dread settled in his stomach. On leaden feet he rounded the benches and made his way to the edge.

“Amy?” he asked, feeling cautious and somehow wary.

She looked back at him, her hair streaked across her face by the wind. Her eyes widened in surprise before darkening with…what? Worry? Fear?

“You’re scaring me,” he said, pulling her hands away from the deck rail. “What’s wrong?”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know what to do. He just came to the door and—”

“Who?” he demanded, thinking of Kurt and Remy and all the trouble he had let into her life.

“Adrian—” She stalled, looking away. Then her eyes met his, pleading. “Adrian Malone.”

He stared at her. Cold seeped into his body, turning him into ice. “What?”

“Your…your father. He came to the apartment. Asking for you. I told him he had to leave. That he couldn’t just surprise you like that. So he’s waiting now, across from the deli. On the beach. I didn’t know what to do,” she repeated.

The words replayed in his mind before he finally understood them. He examined his feelings the way he might a broken seashell on the beach. Pick it up, detached and mildly curious. Rub the sand away, just to see, and then toss it back unwanted.

Then he turned around and walked away from her. From Amy.

“Dane,” she called. “Dane. Daniel!”

He walked faster.

His truck waited in the parking lot of Amy’s apartment building. All was quiet. He’d beat her back, and for the moment his father wasn’t here. It was a clean break. No one would know where he was going, because he didn’t even know. He had fifty bucks in his wallet, his first earnings from the Shack, and a full tank of gas.

Hugo was inside the apartment, but how could he take a cat on a road trip to nowhere? He couldn’t—that was the answer. He had always known he would leave Hugo behind, even when the cat had followed him around and Dane started feeding him.

His paperwork was inside the apartment too, but what the fuck did he care about that? Had he seriously thought he could move past that shit, move on? Dimly he realized that was how his father had tracked him here. Surprise gnawed at him, because he hadn’t thought his father would even be looking. Surprise and an annoying sense of relief. He didn’t care. He shouldn’t care.

He slammed his fist on the steering wheel. “Fuck.”

The truck rolled over twice and started on the third try. He idled in the parking space, feeling as hollow as his truck sounded. He pushed the car into reverse and then back to park. Christ.

Amy came into view in the rearview mirror. Relief flooded him. Caught. He’d been caught. The break wouldn’t be clean. Which should have been a pain in the ass but instead struck him as incredibly right. Leaving should be messy and awful—hell, it always had been. Whether he left under cover of night or in the blinding orange twilight, it would be awful.

Stepping out of the car, he met her at the back of the truck.

“Going somewhere?” she asked. The question should have been an accusation, but it wasn’t. Her voice was too small, her eyes too resigned. I always knew you’d leave, her expression said, and he hated that. He hated how smart she was and how right. That was him, the coward. He ran instead of coping, and look what he had to show for it. A beat-up truck and fifty bucks in his wallet. And somehow, impossibly, a girl who waited on the sidewalk for him to decide what he wanted.

“I don’t want to go,” he said impulsively, though he couldn’t have said whether he meant skipping town or going to meet his father. Both, really. He didn’t want to go anywhere but upstairs, with her. To sink into her bed and her body and pretend that nothing could touch him but her.

“Then stay,” she said softly, and he knew then that he was lost. He would stay, even if it meant facing dragons. Not hers—more irony. She didn’t need saving. No, he needed to face his own dragons, and he had her at his back. Someone to watch over me, as Sinatra would say.

And when she left, that would be right too. A little poetic justice for what he’d done all those years ago.
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Amy held herself back from following him, from stopping him. It was ludicrous to think she could actually help in any way. If there were an award for most dysfunctional family dynamics, she and Dane would duke it out.

She had no business handing out advice on how to communicate, but she had this vision of Dane in danger—upset, hurting. In that vision she planted herself in front of him, to help him or just be present. That was how she knew it was love. Irrational, messy, heartbreaking love. It didn’t make sense. There was no proof to explain it. It just existed inside her, scribbling outside her lines.

He walked with his usual loping gait and held his head high, crossing the street and out of sight.

Her hands clenched and unclenched—useless. He’d almost left, and she would have loved him forever. He might even leave with his father. Go back to California. He should do that. Reclaim his rightful place.

Which would leave her where she’d started: alone. Was it better or worse to know what she’d be missing?

Both, she decided. Better because she recognized how special it was, how rare. And worse, because she knew she’d never find it again.

She forced herself to go upstairs and pull out the bottle of cheap wine she’d picked up on a whim at the corner store. He hadn’t carded her, because apparently illegal activity was okay when he did it. Not that she’d complained. Then she stared at the cork and realized she didn’t know how to open it. Couldn’t find the corkscrew she’d ordered from Kelly either. Damn it.

Instead she went to the lumpy armchair that came with the apartment. The cat was curled up on the soft back of the chair, making it dip. To her surprise he didn’t hiss and run away when she sat next to him. He stared at her, his eyes glassy in the dim light. He still didn’t like her, but maybe they’d found a truce.

The cat had no idea he’d almost been left behind. He still might get left behind. She had no assurances that Dane wouldn’t return straight to his truck and drive away. For the first time she felt a sense of affinity with Hugo. The ones left behind were always the last to know.

She laid her head next to the bushy tail and closed her eyes. No way could she sleep with all this tension running through her, all this worry. She would just try to relax a little, so that when he came back…when he came home…she would tell him how she felt. Love and want and an unsavory edge of need. She would tell him they would work it out, however it needed to be worked out. He would understand, she was sure. If only, if only…

If only she wasn’t falling asleep.


Chapter Twenty-One
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Retrograde: a moon that spins opposite of its orbit

At the beginning he’d only wanted to get away. Full of anger and grief, he’d told himself his father knew everything. It was only years later that he’d realized fully that his father hadn’t known a damn thing. Ignorance didn’t excuse him totally, but he still probably worried about his missing son, at least at first. By then it was too late to do anything stupid like send a postcard. Sorry I ran away from home. Got mugged in downtown Atlanta, by the way. Love, Daniel.

He wondered sometimes if they’d ever been in the same city at the same time. From the shadows he would scan the marquees in the theater districts looking for his father’s name. He never found it, which he took as a sign. They weren’t meant to cross paths, ever again. So much for that.

The man on the beach looked shorter than Dane remembered. A little wider around the middle too. But his stance, hands in his pockets, breaking the expensive lines of his suit—that he remembered. Adrian Malone had always been more comfortable in a double-breasted suit than jeans and a T-shirt. He was a concert violinist, through and through.

He turned as Dane approached. His eyes burned with unnamed emotions behind a shimmer of tears, and Dane’s step faltered. Where was the remote man who had sent him away at every opportunity? Pushing and pushing and pushing until Dane finally got the message that yeah, he wasn’t wanted. He knew how to deal with that—but not this painful, heavy knot in his stomach. Definitely not the burning behind his eyes.

“Hi, Dad,” he said with just enough mockery to keep it flippant. He pulled it off too, except for the slight hitch at the end.

It didn’t matter, though. His father pulled him into a hug, tight and warm, and it didn’t matter that Dane was taller now. He was fourteen years old again—and furious and afraid. He hadn’t even thought he was suppressing his emotions until they came bubbling to the surface.

“Daniel, Daniel,” his father repeated, and Dane almost corrected him, but he didn’t.

“Why did you come here?” he asked instead. It probably made him a bastard, but then he’d already proved that much. And he really needed to know why his father had come. The answers were on the tip of his tongue. To tell Dane how much he’d fucked up. To point out what a loser he’d become.

“To get my son back.” He gestured to the rocks farther back, near the wall. “Come, sit down. Give me a few minutes to speak with you. My heart is too old to stand here in the open.”

With a curt nod Dane turned back and found a flat expanse of concrete where an early version of the wall had been before the thicker one was erected behind it.

His father took a white cloth and patted his face. There were more wrinkles than Dane had imagined. Age spots too, but his father still looked dignified. Still above Dane in multiple ways.

“I know you’re uncomfortable with me,” his father said. “That’s my fault.”

Dane shifted on the rocks—uncomfortable, just as his father said. He took no happiness from the fact that his father accepted blame. People didn’t say what they meant. And his father, for all that he looked and sounded familiar, was just a stranger.

“Aren’t you going to ask why I left?”

“I know why,” he said heavily.

Dane shrugged, looking to the ocean. His father would have figured out part of it anyway. It was enough.

When Dane was young, his mother had stayed home with him while his father went on tour. As he’d gotten older—his father had called him self-sufficient—his mother had started traveling with his father. Dane had been left in a house with twenty rooms, under the supervision of a housekeeper who barely spoke English.

And his tutor.

He’d kept hoping his mother would notice. As he ate less and fought more, he thought his mother would figure it out. When she’d died of a heart attack at age thirty-eight, he’d been in shock. But he’d known one thing. If she hadn’t cared enough, no one would. Three months later his father had been back on tour, and Dane had been on a Greyhound headed east.

“You shouldn’t have had to go through that…alone…at all!”

Dane sat back slightly, startled by the vehemence in his father’s voice. His heartbeat ratcheted up because it almost sounded like his father knew. A trickle of sweat ran down the center of his back. “Lots of kids lose their mothers,” he said tightly.

“Not that.” His father’s gaze narrowed on him, and behind the blue veil Dane saw pure fury. “Are you going to tell me that nothing happened, that he never touched you—” He made a slashing motion with his hand. “No, as soon as I heard, I knew.”

He felt sick to his stomach. No matter what his don’t-give-a-shit intentions had been, he wouldn’t have come if he’d thought his father knew. Telling Amy the truth had gutted him. Finding out his father already knew would finish him.

“He was caught. With a child he was supposed to be tutoring. They had a, what is it called, nanny cam.” He laughed a little bitterly. “It never occurred to me.”

Dane felt like he’d swallowed his tongue. He couldn’t talk. Couldn’t breathe, and maybe that was for the best. He wanted to pass out, to suffocate rather than feel the humiliation carving his stomach raw.

“Then after, another family came forward. From before the time he worked with us. He was convicted.”

“Why didn’t I know?” Dane asked, more to himself. It was a stupid question anyway. California may as well have been on Mars for a bum in Georgia with no Internet and no money.

“The families were all wealthy. One of them had connections. They kept it fairly quiet. I knew because they questioned everyone he’d worked for. By then it was too late. You were gone, and no one, not the police or the private detectives, could find you.”

Yeah, going off the grid could do that for a person. That was pretty much the only benefit. If you know, then why are you here? Why aren’t you disgusted?

He swallowed the bile in his throat. There were a hundred questions to ask, a thousand doubts, but only one thing he could say. “I’m glad you came.”
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In her dreams Amy was floating. Not flat, like on water. Sideways and upright—floating in space. Dane was there and they could touch. No bulky environmental suits stopped them. They held on to each other, anchoring the other, surrounded by a vast, quilted sky. Then something went wrong. Dane was pulling away—no, he was being pulled by a tether. Farther away from her, back down to earth. Amy didn’t have a tether. She’d never had one. She reached for him, grasping at nothing…and woke up.

She rubbed her eyes, trying to sort out where she was. The cushion stuck into her side, painfully thick. Oh, her living room. Night had fallen completely while she’d slept, leaving the whole area in shadows, but she wasn’t alone. A curved glass shone through the darkness. It was filled with dark liquid—wine.

“Where’d you get that?” she asked drowsily.

“Stole it.”

His brisk answer brought her back to reality. Had he slurred the words? Exactly how much wine had he drunk? Pushing herself up, she scrubbed her face.

“What happened?”

His voice was mocking. “Well, I went into the liquor store, and I—”

“I mean with your father.”

“Oh, that. You should have specified.”

“Dane.”

“Sorry, that’s not my name, or did he not mention that?”

She shivered under the blast of the air conditioner and the chill in his words. Dane had only ever been lightness and laughter. Except when he wasn’t. He’d given her kindness and affection, but now he seemed almost…challenging. And definitely angry.

“Did your father say something?”

“He said a lot of somethings, all in a row. You want a transcript?”

She squinted, trying to get a better look at him. A flash of his dark gaze. A curl of his lips. This wasn’t the real Dane…but it was a part of him. A part he kept well hidden most of the time.

“Okay, we don’t have to talk about it. Is there anything I can do for you?”

“Are you offering to kiss my boo-boo and make it better?”

His words were designed to hurt her, to make her feel stupid and useless—and they worked. But if he wanted to push her away, he’d have to try harder than that. He’d have to ask her to leave him alone. Otherwise she’d walk through fire to stay near him, even if he was the dragon in that scenario. She knew instinctively that he didn’t want to be alone.

He thought she’d back down, so she did the opposite. She knelt at his feet. “Do you want me to kiss you?”

The glass of wine tilted up as he swallowed the last of the drink. “I wasn’t talking about my mouth, sweetheart.”

“I wasn’t either.”

She wasn’t afraid to do this for him. She had wanted to for so long, ever since he’d done it for her and she’d understood it could go the other way. But he had always protected her. From her fantasies, from his darkness. The shields were gone now.

With a smooth, practical motion she pulled her shirt off. She didn’t have any rhythm, any seductive moves to turn this into a striptease. All she had was her body and a simmering desire to bring him pleasure. His breath hitched as she unhooked her bra and let it fall away. Lifting her hips, she pushed her skirt down, leaving her naked except for her panties.

His gaze roamed every bare inch of her skin. His hunger filled the room, as rough and uneven as his mood. “What are you doing?”

“Kissing you,” she said breathlessly.

But it took a long time to actually kiss him. Time in which she stroked his erection through his jeans and felt it throb beneath her touch. Time to ease the zipper down and reach inside. He was incredibly hot in her hand and already hard. She took her time leaning forward, letting her breath coat the skin.

She wasn’t sure how to do this, but she’d given it a fair amount of thought. There were diagrams and labels in her head, mentally drawn from times she had touched him with her hands.

“I’ve been dreaming of your mouth,” he muttered.

She moaned slightly, imagining him like that, thinking of him hot and hard beneath her sheets. His thumb caressed her lips as they stretched around him. Closing her eyes, she let all the tension float away into the night. This felt entirely different. Not studied but absorbed.

“Amy.” It sounded like he was begging. For her to stop? For her to continue.

She pressed her lips to the tip. Velvety smooth and slippery. She flicked her tongue out to taste him. Salt and something else. He groaned above her. She reached for another taste and let her tongue wrap around the curved head. The muscles of his thighs tensed beneath her palms.

“Jesus,” he gasped.

With careful licks she felt out the shape of his cock. “Please, Amy. Give me your mouth.”

Then she understood what he wanted. Their bodies were different, but he had done this to her and she could guess how it would work in return. She bent to kiss him. That was easy enough on the surface, but with a dark undercurrent, pulling her closer, until she closed her lips around the tip.

His hips bucked up, gagging her. “Sorry, sorry,” he murmured, but he didn’t let her go entirely. With a gentle guiding hand on her head, he pushed back into her mouth—not too far this time. Enough that she could breathe. Enough that she could work her tongue against him, faster, harder, until his body trembled.

It was a form of power—holding him in her mouth, feeling his body react to every flick of her tongue. His head fell back on a groan. She closed her lips and sucked. His gaze snapped to hers.

“What’re you doing to me?” His words were definitely slurred now. Whether from the wine or the sex or just plain exhaustion, his body had stretched to the limit. Taut and aching. And that was what she was doing for him. She made him break.

With her fist at the base of his cock, the way he had taught her, she jerked him off. He shuddered and gasped that he was coming, that she had to stop, that he needed… and warmth flooded her mouth. She swallowed what he gave her and continued to work him gently with her hand—never breaking contact with his gaze, not even when it fractured, not even when it shattered. It was like looking at a kaleidoscope, watching the pieces come apart, looking inside him and seeing herself reflected back.

She swallowed, but he left a faint salty flavor on her tongue—like a brand, a flavor imprint she could take with her everywhere she went. Even if he wasn’t with her.

“He wants me to go back to California,” he said when they’d caught their breaths.

She closed her eyes. The taste of him was still thick on her tongue. “Are you going?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

God, she didn’t want him to. That was crazy, considering she would be leaving soon. So why shouldn’t he go? But it felt so final. If she could leave him here in Florida, it would be like leaving it frozen in time, a place she could come back to, Dane waiting for her.

If he moved to California, assumed his rightful place, he’d build a life there without her. And she would have lost what she’d wanted most: love, acceptance. A person to call home.

“You should go,” she said. She wanted to pretend the hoarseness of her voice was because of the act she’d just done and not the tears slipping down her cheeks.

He pulled her into his lap, holding her too hard and just right. She carved out a space in his long, lean body and nestled.

“That’s not my home,” he said. “It hasn’t been for a long time.”

His job was here, even if it was new. His friends were here, even if Remy had gone. Even his feud with Kurt was a form of connection. There was nothing for him in California—except for family. Money. A solid foundation to build a life. “But it can be.”

“Why are you trying to convince me to go?”

She stilled. His voice was low and…suggestive. Not sexually suggestive. Emotionally suggestive, and she somehow knew what it meant. It was the kind of understanding that came from years of study or from a few blinding moments of connection. It came from his hands, sure and familiar on her hip. It came from the salt on her tongue, ancient understanding.

Because I love you and I want you to be happy. “Because you should have this chance.”

He laughed without humor. “And what—go to college?”

“Maybe.”

“Yeah. Okay. That’d be rich.”

He said that, full of scorn and self-debasement, but he was thinking about it, she could tell. It made her think of what people said and what they meant, how it didn’t match up and how it did. She wanted Dane to make something of his life—but what if that meant losing him? Her stomach felt sick. She’d already lost him.

“My mom wasn’t supposed to leave, either. Not forever. It was just supposed to be a trip back to Japan to visit family. I stayed with my uncle so I wouldn’t miss any school. She didn’t even say goodbye, and then she just…she left.”

His hands tightened on her body, holding her to him. “It wasn’t your fault. Her leaving was her problem. There’s nothing wrong with you.”

Her throat felt tight. The worst part was that she believed him. At least he meant what he said. But if that were really true, she would have found a way to make it work. If she hadn’t done anything wrong, why was she left behind again?

She should have accepted that. She’d been rejected. It was all she deserved. But some newfound boldness built her up again. Her desire for him—his body, his heart—took over every shy, self-protective impulse, and she couldn’t hold back.

“I’ll come with you,” she said, suddenly desperate, irrevocably desolate. She was the one leaving, but it felt like he’d already said goodbye. She was talking to the shadow of him; the real Dane had gone to the beach and never returned.

“And not finish college? No. No way.”

“I’ll transfer…or figure something out. I don’t know.”

“You aren’t the problem anyway. I need to get my shit together.”

To be worthy of her, he meant. Which was ironic considering how crazy beautiful he was.

She wanted to argue more, to lay out a proof so irrefutable he would have to be with her. But he slid his hand down her stomach, and empirical evidence trumped theory every time. His fingers stroked low in her sex, where the folds were still slippery and her body still hummed in welcome. He teased her, drawing out her responses until she bucked in his arms.

His other hand held her breast, teasing her nipple. The way he cradled her; it was how he held his guitar, loving but firm. He played her that way, like a lullaby. Stroking with his fingers. Pinching her nipples between his fingers. Strumming and strumming until she cried out and rocked against him, finally slumping back. Already falling asleep.

When she woke up, he was looking at her. He blinked, a little slowly, recognition that she had caught him staring.

“I’m leaving soon,” he murmured.

She blinked, trying to clear away the sleep. “How soon?”

“Tomorrow.” He glanced at the glowing alarm clock. Two in the morning. “Today actually.”

Yeah, that was soon. The pain inside her was a reflection; fun-house mirrors all show the same image, distorted and grotesque. Everyone leaves, everyone leaves. At least he’d stayed to say goodbye.

Tears fell, unstoppable. “Will you think of me?”

“I don’t know how I’ll think of anything else.”

She put her hand on his heart, savoring the steady thrum beneath her palm. She would leave part of her heart with him and take part of his with her. An even exchange, because in an unfair world, love was the universal leveler. It made her vulnerable and hopeful—and did the same to him. It made him more beautiful, more confident—and would do the same to her.

Affinity. That was an old astrology term, back when constellations had personalities and the lunar cycle spun their stories. She and Dane were in affinity with only cryptic symbols to guide them. She couldn’t explain it—and that meant she would lose him. A tear down the middle, frantic hands unable to mend. Together until they weren’t anymore. Particles flung through space, random and chaotic.


Chapter Twenty-Two
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Distance: the amount of space between two bodies

Her days became words, repeating themselves, a dull litany. Miss you. Love you. Dane Dane Dane. They hypnotized her in a kind of trance where she didn’t have to think, didn’t have to hurt. There were moments that punctured the haze. A going-away lunch at the Chinese buffet. The plane ride back to New York, wedged between two people she couldn’t help but touch the entire trip.

The first day of her last semester.

At least this much Amy knew. She took notes anyway, on advanced Karnaugh map reductions she could already do. She had already studied this material last week, in her dorm room. Old habits died hard, and her habit of learning the material in advance of the class teaching them was actually useful.

“We can ignore this hazard,” the professor said, pointing to a spike on the graph. “There’s no Z above it. No sampling is going to happen at this point.”

Her mother hadn’t pulled the plug on her college fees, but then why should she? Amy wasn’t dating someone she didn’t approve of. Amy wasn’t dating anyone.

“So that’s the key,” the professor continued, “on your assignment. The system is going to glitch. That’s not a problem until it’s a problem. Got it?”

Connections formed between the explanatory mapping and a recent batch of results from Lee. It was like those comics for kids where you compared two images to try and find the differences. Back and forth, back and forth until it clicked. Cutting out the bullshit.

That was Dane’s word, bullshit. She liked it because it encompassed so much and also rendered it harmless. Hazards. Glitches. Bullshit. The only thing was the output during sampling. The only thing that mattered was the result.

“I’m going to have to cut today’s lecture short,” the professor was saying. “My daughter’s getting married this weekend, and I have a plane to catch. If you have questions on the material, stop by the TA’s office hours next week.”

The class murmured a round of congratulations before reaching for their bags. The room would clear out in five minutes flat, empty of both students and professor. Amy had taken to staying in the room and getting some work done in the seclusion of a large, empty lecture hall.

As the last people filed out, she flipped open her laptop. Her in-box had a new unread message from her advisor on the report she’d sent him. She started to read through it when a little green dot blinked.

She clicked on it, pulling up a message.

D: hey

Was it possible…?

Dane. He was online and talking to her. Her heartbeat raced. She stared at the blinking cursor. What did he want? Was it really him? And none of those things mattered, because she was already there. Already breathless and barely coherent, she couldn’t have ignored his message if the building were falling down around her.

A: Hey back. You got an email address.

D: yeah. got the license but I wasn’t legit without the email

A: Well I’m glad.

D: wasn’t sure you’d want to talk to me

She could play it aloof, but that wasn’t how she felt inside. Giddy—that was how she felt. And she’d learned to reach for what she wanted. She’d learned to grab it.

A: I do want to talk. Just wondering how you found me.

D: Stalked you

A: Ha ha

D: Got it off the university directory.

A: Oh. Are you okay?

Of course if anyone knew how to take care of himself, Dane did. But he’d walked away. She hadn’t heard anything in the month since classes had started. Now here he was…though it seemed to take an inordinately long amount of time for him to respond.

D: Sorry, someone wanted the computer.

A: Where are you?

D: The library.

He hadn’t answered the question of whether he was okay. He wasn’t going to answer, either. Evasion—she knew all about that. Well, he could keep his secrets.

A: What do you want?

D: to hear your voice…or see your words anyway. if it’s okay.

She narrowed her eyes. Suspicion tempered her excitement. She’d believed in him before and gotten burned. However, he wasn’t asking for her to take his hand. He wasn’t pulling her out to sea this time. Or maybe he was. Maybe he always would.

A: Yeah, it’s okay.

D: good. so tell me about your day. how was class?

How much should she tell him? How much could she trust him with? Class was good…though that wasn’t what she wanted to talk about. Because she did want to tell someone about this.

A: My mom called

D: that’s cool

She snorted. He wasn’t a fan of her mother. She knew that even though he had always been careful to hide it.

A: Liar

D: I’m not taking that bait

A: She wants me to go to Japan when I graduate

D: are you going to?

A: I think she finally realized I’m not going to do what she wants. She said she wants to teach me my culture but I think she just wants to change my mind about the job thing

Because Amy couldn’t trust her mother. Not really. She had told herself that enough times as a kid. Her brain had always understood, but her heart—God, her heart had been needy. Parched earth, desperate for rain.

Now she wasn’t quite so dry anymore, not empty or uncharted. Even her heart could understand the truth: she had to fill herself up, all by herself. Like the conch on the side table in her dorm room that sounded like the sea, even a thousand miles away from home.

D: You should go

A: Like you went to California?

D: Exactly like that. Go and come back.

A: Do you mean… where are you?

D: I’m home. In Florida.

A: You went back?

D: Yeah, did the whole prodigal son thing. Got tired of it. California beaches have nothing on FL

She smiled, unable to stop the happiness that bloomed inside her. Home. His. Hers. It almost felt like planning a future. It might not ever happen—she might not even see him again—but just the possibility filled her with an almost tangible happiness. It invaded her lungs and expanded until it felt hard to breathe.

D: can I talk to you again next week? same time, same place

A: Yeah, I guess.

D: thank you. see you then.

She kept smiling all through her next class. She’d stop and try to focus, but the smile kept coming back, small and secretive. It was possible the guy next to her thought she was flirting. As soon as the professor dismissed them, she was out of her seat and heading for the door. She had a whole week to live, to ride on the high of anticipation.

And to feel something more than contentment: hope.

Maybe she could have stayed mad at him for the way he’d left things, but she understood. She knew what it was like to get left behind and to protect yourself at any cost. Even if that meant leaving first, in the middle of a night with only a note. She couldn’t be angry, because she knew him too well.

He was so determined to make it on his own. Without his father’s help. Without her help. It would be frustrating if she didn’t admire him so freaking much. Well, it was still frustrating. But it didn’t have to be the end. It didn’t have to mean goodbye.
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Dane let the hot water run over his hands. Pain blazed through the blisters. It felt like the steaming water would burn the open cuts right off, and that was fine with him. He hadn’t realized how much he’d missed heated water until he got it back. There’d been places that had it. Shelters. YMCAs. Even gas station bathrooms. But it never got hot enough to hurt.

He twisted the knobs enough to make it bearable and then splashed water on his face. He needed a full shower—God, to be clean anytime he wanted—but he would call Amy first. They had chatted online a few weeks before he’d asked for her number. He was trying to do this right. Courting her, even if it was long-distance. Even if he had to call her at midnight because that was the only time he had.

Asshole. User. He stared at himself in the bathroom mirror, critical and silently accusing. The insults didn’t have the effect they once would have. Blue eyes stared back at him, a stranger’s eyes. There hadn’t been a lot of mirrors on the road. He almost didn’t know himself. Like a wild animal he had to blink, to tilt left or right to be sure it was really him.

In the living room he slung himself onto the old couch and reached for the phone. It was a good, modest apartment. If he’d been looking for himself, he would’ve picked something a little smaller. A shit hole. But he was doing this for her and so he’d opted to rent her small, furnished apartment. She would already feel at home here.

She would come back.

He laughed at himself, wry and frustrated. He told himself not to worry, that it only made things worse. The Chinese finger trap. Fight and you lost your goal. Relax and be free. Easier said than freaking done. He’d hated leaving her to go to California, even though he knew it had to be done. He’d needed to go back and set things right so he’d be able to start over again. With her, if she’d have him.

But he needed to meet her as an equal. That meant having his own place, a real job, and some sort of plan for the future. He couldn’t be some guy she picked up off the street. They would never work out that way, not long-term. And when she came back to him, it would be for keeps.

If she came back to him.

The phone rang. Her quiet voice. “Hello?”

“Were you sleeping?”

“Not exactly. Just laid down for a while. I might’ve dozed off.”

She hadn’t exactly sounded sleepy. She’d sounded sexy—and now he was hard. Or at least halfway there. She did that to him.

Her gentle, quiet kindness would have hooked him, but her hotness reeled him in. His deepest longing combined with his basest desires—he hadn’t stood a chance. Her sexiness was sly, holding to the shadows and stealing through his defenses, but he knew it was there. He felt it in his gut, in the vibrations of the air, and his body reacted to her with an almost embarrassing violence. And her intelligence was a turn-on.

“How were classes today?”

“Good. I think I got a new angle on this project.” She laughed. “I’m going to miss having a built-in suggestion box for when we hit a wall. Like, here’s a new way to approach the problem. So I try it, and yeah, that works.”

He smiled, this one private because he didn’t want to make her self-conscious. She’d come out of her shell so much since he met her. The way she talked to him on the phone: happy, open, and playful. He wanted to jump her. To kiss her and touch her until the happy, open playfulness was inside him too, transferred by osmosis. Phone lines didn’t work nearly as well for playfulness transfers. But they could work.

“That’s great. Did you tell him about it?”

“Not yet. We have a call scheduled for tomorrow. Between classes. I’ll find a place. Somewhere outside but secluded.”

“Outside?” he asked dubiously.

She laughed. Actually laughed at him. “It’s even colder now. You wouldn’t last five minutes outside.”

He shuddered. “I don’t doubt it.”

He’d gone as far north as Virginia during his days of hitching rides—and promptly turned back toward the South. He sure hoped she didn’t change her mind and decide to settle up there. Because he would have to be with her even though his old bones were made for temperate, beachside weather. Images flashed in his mind: her slender body in a swimsuit, her smooth skin beneath the water, black hair sleek down her back. And now he was completely hard. He groaned and hoped she wouldn’t hear.

“What?”

She didn’t miss a beat, his Amy. He shifted on the lumpy cushions. Between his two jobs and studying, he hadn’t even rubbed one out recently. That was a mistake if he was going to be hearing her voice. He needed to be able to focus on her. “Just thinking I miss you.”

“That’s not what you were thinking,” she said. Sly.

“Thinking I wish you were here with me.”

“Mmhmm.”

Oh Jesus, the sensual confidence in her voice made him hot. She’d gotten a little braver, a little sexier every time they touched—and apparently that hadn’t stopped when they parted. If they kept going like this, she was going to kill him, and he wouldn’t regret a thing.

“Thinking I want to kiss you,” he murmured.

“A special kiss.”

His breath hitched. Jesus. “Any kind.”

“I have a confession to make.”

His brain had stopped working. Everything was shorted out and going haywire. All he knew was that he was hard. He pressed his hand on his cock, trying to alleviate the ache—but making it worse instead.

His mouth felt dry as he asked, “What confession?”

“I wasn’t sleeping when you called.”

He froze. “What?”

“But I… Well.”

Her embarrassment whispered over the line, as real and electric as a hand around his cock.

“You touched yourself,” he said stupidly, because of course she had touched herself. He’d known that—whenever he thought about it. Mostly at night. But he had interrupted her touching herself, and it felt like he would come in his jeans.

“Yeah…” A new cautiousness entered her voice, as if he might be mad.

“That’s so hot,” he breathed. “Are your fingers wet?”

“A little. Less now.”

“We can fix that.”

She laughed softly. “It’s not weird?”

“Hot. That’s the word you’re looking for. It’s insanely hot. Now reach down and put your fingers inside you.” Her breath caught, and he knew she was following his instructions. “I need you to tell me how warm you are there, and how wet. I need you to pretend they’re my fingers, enjoying that hot place. I’m getting you ready for what comes next. Are you ready, Amy?”

Her answer was a moan, and he had to free himself from his jeans. He gave her a stream of dirty words and commands, priming her, bringing her to the brink as he stroked himself and fought not to come. She gave him some back, still tentative. “Feels so good,” she whispered. “I wish it was you. My fingers aren’t…enough. Not big enough.”

And fuck, he came. Come spilling onto his stomach and down his cock, making him slick. Fist pumping, wringing every last drop of pleasure. Her stuttered moans came over the phone as she came too, sighing as she finished.

They breathed with each other over the phone, lingering in the aftermath. Messy, exhausted. And peaceful. It washed over him, that peace, as sweet and potent as an orgasm. He closed his eyes.

“Miss you,” she murmured.

His heart clenched. “Miss you too.”

He missed her so fucking much, but that didn’t bring them closer together. It pushed them farther apart. Miss you. It was just another way to say goodbye.


Chapter Twenty-Three
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Collision: the coming together of two bodies

It had been eight months since Amy had been touched.

That wasn’t quite true, but she wasn’t counting cuddling up with her roommate during a late-night study session or that one game of Twister where everyone had been a little tipsy. Not Amy, but she’d giggled and wobbled as if she were. Silliness was infectious, she had learned. She wasn’t counting that camaraderie, though.

And she wasn’t counting what she did to herself in the dark, on the phone with Dane. Every time they did that, she ached for him even more. She shivered just thinking about it.

Or maybe that was the cool airport air. Almost a year ago she had walked this very stretch of thin, dark carpet, but slower, with her heavy suitcase dragging along. Now she felt lighter—and not just because of her carry-on. She was lighter. Less burdened by the expectations her mother had put on her. And the expectations Amy had put on herself.

The kind of girl who could enjoy spring break in Florida.

A taxi brought her to her old apartment building. She could have gone anywhere, but something pulled her to come back here, to reclaim what she’d left behind. She wasn’t here just to swim and have sex with a hot guy—though she hoped to do both. This would be her message to Dane, and for herself, that she intended to come back, she would come back, a promise written in lease language and faded furniture.

But when she stepped out of the yellow cab, the sight that met her rooted her to the sidewalk. With shaking hands she paid the driver and managed to pull her luggage out before the car squealed away. Then she was left alone, staring at a familiar truck.

Dane’s truck.

The canopy over the bed had been removed, turning the truck from a temporary shelter to storage. Surfing storage, to be specific. At least ten surfboards had been piled in a haphazard stack, like oversized pickup sticks. They radiated a certain summertime melancholy, the same sweet, hot scent that permeated the late morning.

What was he doing here?

She hadn’t told him she was coming. Partly because she hadn’t been sure she could. Her undergraduate research project had been eating up all her time, and she still had more to do. But also because she’d been nervous about his reaction. Phone calls and emails weren’t a commitment.

But this was.

Staying in her apartment? So it wasn’t hers anymore, but the thought of him living where she’d lived, of him keeping a home for them both filled her with primitive satisfaction. It was like finding a light on after a long journey, even though the windows were dark now. Like being welcomed, even though he hadn’t known she was coming.

A fluffy gray cat strolled up to her. If she’d had any doubt that Dane lived here, Hugo’s presence put it to rest.

“Got tired of being cooped up, huh?” She braced herself for him to hiss or ignore her. Instead he casually brushed by her legs. An actual greeting. Huh, she was coming up in the cat world.

“In that case I’ll show you what I got now.”

She dug through her bag and pulled out a container of tuna flakes she’d picked up from the pet store. By the time she had the cap back on the container, he had pawed the flakes onto the concrete stoop and rolled all over them.

“Still making a mess, I see.”

At least he was playing with his food and not trying to mark his territory. She stared at the door. Going to the office wouldn’t let her in. They couldn’t rent her the apartment when he was already here. No, the only way inside was through Dane.

And that felt right. So right it made her throat tighten. It made her eyes fall shut and her hands clench, as if he were here with her, his presence a breathing thing in the space he’d inhabited.

She stowed her luggage behind a bush.

“Keep an eye on it for me,” she told a blissed-out Hugo.

In ten minutes she’d found the Shack. Three people stood waist-deep, but she only had eyes for one. With the sunlight crowning his dirty-blond hair and his golden tan, he might have been an ancient prince. With a white draped robe he could command an army. He commanded her. She smiled to herself. He would appreciate that little vignette. They could role-play that in bed too. Him the newly crowned prince and her a member of his harem. They could role-play a lot of things—a side effect of being young and in love but mostly just being silly.

One of the other guys noticed her first. He nudged Dane, who looked over at her and froze.

His expression set into hard lines she couldn’t read. He made his way to her, dripping onto the hot sand, sizzling. His gaze worked down her body and up again, unreadable.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, his eyes dark.

Her heart stuttered. “Nothing.”

“Then why are you here?”

“You don’t sound happy to see me.” There was always a chance he’d moved on. A chance that his letters were about friendship and not…

He hooked one hand behind her neck, the other at her hip, and drew her close. She gasped at the shock of cold, wet skin through her clothes. His head descended and she tilted her chin up, welcoming. His mouth plundered hers—taking her, owning her, invading her until she panted with pent-up desire.

He nudged her with his hips. “Does this feel like I’m not happy to see you?”

With a fake speculative look she rubbed her hips against his. He felt hard and thick. She shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ll need to do a closer study.”

His growly sound made her shiver. “I told you I had a surprise,” she said.

“I thought you meant I’d get a dirty email.”

“Tada,” she whispered.

“Shit. I’m fucking this up, aren’t I?”

“No.”

“Yes.” Then his mouth was on hers again, somehow more insistent, somehow tender at the same time. His tongue rubbed across hers, mimicking an action her body recognized and responded to. She grew slick and hot between her legs. She shifted, trying to ease the ache, and he groaned.

“You caught me off guard,” he admitted. “I would have rubbed one out this morning if I knew I’d see you.”

She blushed. She’d had plenty of practice at dirty talk over the phone. And by email. And sexting. Yeah, she could sext now, but in person it still felt new and untested.

“Sorry. I thought it would be fun.”

“Don’t apologize. It is fun. It’s just also painful and mildly embarrassing. I can’t walk around on the beach in this condition.”

“Then let’s leave the beach,” she said hopefully.

He paused. “Crap.”

“You have customers.”

“Yeah, and if they were locals, I’d try to get out of it. But they’re honeymooners, so…”

“I’ll wait for you,” she said. “Is that okay? I can just sit on the rocks over there. I could use the sun. As long as you don’t mind.”

“Mind?” He snorted. “Seriously, if you left now, I’d probably cry, and then it would get really embarrassing.”

She grinned and found a seat on the rocks.

“Just twenty minutes until the lesson’s over, okay? Then you’re going to have some explaining to do, missy.”

She feigned an innocent look, which he seemed to find amusing. She settled back, content to watch him or just bask in the sun. It ended up being more like ten minutes, either because they knew he had someone waiting for him or because they were eager to get back to their hotel room. They were happy, grabby newlyweds, and she was jealous. She was happy, just to be in his presence, but she hadn’t yet gotten to be grabby. And the clock was ticking.

After he got them squared away in the Shack and put the equipment up, he found her again. He had changed into street clothes, still casual and a bit damp, but that was par for the Cape Canaveral course.

“You hungry?” he asked. He seemed more relaxed now, more like his usual self. Though she somewhat missed the stalking-caveman act.

She lowered her voice. “Very.”

As dirty talk went, it was weak, but it seemed to work for him. His eyes darkened. The line of his jaw straightened. “You’re determined to make me crazy, aren’t you?”

“Just returning the favor. You turned me into an idiot when we first met.”

“That so?” Disbelief was clear in his voice.

“Oh yeah. I kept showing up at all the places we met, hoping to meet you again. Or even catch a glimpse of you.”

He still looked doubtful. “Mm hmm.”

“I knew a guy like you would never be interested in someone like me.”

His eyes narrowed. They had discussed this idea before, the imbalance between them. He wouldn’t like her mentioning this, but that was what she’d thought then. “But I was wrong,” she added.

A new light entered his eyes. “I see. Did you conduct an experiment?”

She forced herself to nod. “At some point. No, I know when. On the Ferris wheel.” She paused, making her voice lower, more formal. “Hypothesis. Dane likes me.”

He straightened his back and set one foot on a rock beside her. He lifted a page on an imaginary clipboard and straightened invisible glasses. “Yes, I have your lab report right here. Continue.”

“Experiment. Get him to kiss me.”

“And what were your observations?”

She grinned. “He’s a good kisser.”

He cleared his throat, looking irritated and somehow rumpled. Like a professor. “That doesn’t sound very scientific. Would you care to share your conclusions?”

She wanted to get him in a private place and jump him. That was her conclusion. But she forced herself to remain prim and detached. “I determined that Dane doesn’t like me.”

He raised an eyebrow.

“That word would be…imprecise,” she added.

“A good scientist prides herself on precision.” His voice had gone rough and low.

She nodded jerkily and trailed a finger up the inside of his ankle and farther, over sand and coarse hair. “Truthfully I’m not sure I’m ready to give my final findings yet. I need several more iterations of my experiment. I mean, several more. Should I demonstrate?”

He groaned, bending low to plant a kiss on her temple, breaking the role-play. “You really are killing me. I’m going to pay you back for that, just…soon. Give me five minutes before I can walk normally again. And don’t say anything about the scientific method, or it’ll be ten.”

He lasted until the apartment hallway. Amy turned to say something and found herself backed into the brick wall. His body pressed against her, hard and unforgiving. The smell of seawater and sunshine teased her as his mouth landed on hers. She steadied herself with his lean forearms, feeling them flex beneath her hands. Coarse male hair and sand grit rasped against her fingertips. It felt like she was kissing the whole sea, drinking it down, and the impossibility of it, the naturalness of it made her wild.

She twined her arms around his neck and clenched his hair in her fist. He responded with a rough, urgent groan and pushed her harder against the wall. She pulled back enough to gasp for air, and he took full advantage, licking and biting down the column of her neck.

Abruptly he stopped. His gaze was glued to her chest where it rose and fell with heavy breaths. Her shirt was an ordinary cotton blouse with a slight bunching at the top. That extra fabric made it loose, especially when he tucked two fingers inside. He unveiled her. There was no other word to encompass the way he bared her breasts—carefully, reverently. The hitch in his breath made her thighs clench.

“Missed you,” she whispered.

“Missed you too.”

“No, I mean I really missed you. It hurt how much I missed you.”

He caught the playful note in her voice. His gaze met hers, hot and searching. “Oh yeah?”

Her throat grew tight. She nodded.

He looked down again. Her nipples tightened under his scrutiny.

“I should kiss it then,” he murmured, “and make it better.”

She let her eyes shut as his head descended. The first touch of his lips to her breast made her jump—cold and then impossibly hot. His tongue soft and then achingly cruel. He didn’t let her come up for air, not even when he tugged her inside the apartment and onto the bed. Not even when she undressed him and found him hard in her hand. Not even when she came. He gave her no relief, no mercy until she lay limp on the damp sheets, muscles sore and sex pulsing, every part of her kissed and made better.

[image: *]*

Dane blinked slowly at the ceiling, wondering if it was supposed to be blurry. Or spinning. Probably not.

It had only been three months since he’d been with her, but he’d been rough and messy and…well, ungentlemanly. And though he wasn’t really a gentleman, for her sake he usually tried. But there she’d been, like a mirage on the beach in the middle of another day. Surprising him. He hadn’t been able to prepare himself, not physically. Not emotionally. It had all come spilling out.

He glanced at her to see if she was pissed. Her face was mostly turned away. He could see her breasts, flushed pink and covered with a light sheen of moisture. God. Though if she was mad, he shouldn’t be ogling her. He squeezed her hand. “Okay?”

“Better than okay.”

Her husky answer made him smile. “Thought I might’ve hurt you.”

“Mmm. I’ll have bruises for sure.”

“What?”

“I mean that in a good way.” He started to sit up, but she finally turned to face him. Her sated smile reassured him. “Like I’ll be able to feel you, to remember where you touched me.”

It still bothered him…but he had to admit it was hot. His dick definitely thought so. It was hardening for round two, the idiot. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me you were coming.”

“You couldn’t tell?”

Her sly smile hit him in the center of his chest. She was beautiful. And sexy. She had always been, but now she was other things too—confident. And knowing. He’d fallen in love with the shy girl she was, but he was head-over-fucking-heels for this girl—this woman. She would walk all over him.

“Oh yeah,” he answered with a grin. “I heard you, loud and clear. So did the neighbors.”

“Hey.”

“Don’t worry. Mrs. Linney is very nice. I’m sure she’ll understand.”

“You made up that name.”

He feigned an offended look. “Mrs. Linney makes a mean chicken pot pie. Plus she needed someone to change the battery in her fire detector. It wouldn’t stop beeping.”

She groaned. “You’ve made friends with the neighbors. And I was just over here moaning—”

“Screaming. I’m pretty sure I heard my name.”

“Why didn’t you stop me?”

He blinked, all innocence. “It looked like you were having a good time.”

Breaking character, she grinned. “I was having a very good time.”

He kissed her nose. “Me too, Cornell.”

“In one month you won’t get to call me that anymore. I didn’t tell you because I wasn’t sure I’d be able to come. The head research guy at the lab was swearing up and down we’d have to stay over spring break. I think he’s actually mad at me for graduating this semester. As if we hadn’t seen this coming for the past three years.”

“But?”

“But then my graduate advisor stepped in, so here I am. He also told me I’d really come out of my shell, and that whatever I was doing, I should keep doing it. It was really a Disney moment.”

He made a noncommittal sound.

“That’s good, right?”

“Mm hmm.”

“Come on, tell me.”

“Just wondering what else you talked about.”

“Is this some sort of jealous-boyfriend thing? Because you know he’s like forty years older than me.”

“That doesn’t matter with stuff like that. Anyways, I didn’t mean it like that. I meant if he asked you to stay on there. The university has a research staff, right?”

“They do,” she answered more slowly. “And he did offer me a job.”

The silence stretched until he said, “Okay, consider me a jealous boyfriend. Did you take it?”

“Of course not. We talked about this.”

“People change their minds.”

“Not about this. Not about us. Even if I didn’t end up at the same place, I wouldn’t move somewhere up north. I know you hated the snow.”

“I’d come with you if you did.” He shuddered. “But please don’t.”

She grinned. “Don’t worry. I prefer the beach too. Besides, there’s no better place to research aerospace than near a space center. I’d never ask you to leave your job.”

“Why not? Dishwashing isn’t exactly location specific.”

“Surf lessons are. I heard they’re picking up too.”

“You heard that, huh? Are you telling me you have informants?”

“The little birds and mice tell me as they help me get dressed.”

“Okay, princess. As long as you don’t go sneaking into any castle parties, we should be good.”

She rolled herself so that she was on top and put her hand over his mouth. His eyes widened in surprise. His lips curved beneath the sensitive skin of her palm. It was like holding a smile in her hand.

“You’re the prince, you frustrating man.”

He licked her palm in retaliation, tickling her, and she yanked her hand back.

“Am I supposed to feel insulted? Because I don’t. In fact…”

He rolled them so that he was on top. His body pressed hers into the bed, the solid weight making her feel at once safe and excited. She liked challenging him, but she liked it best when he beat her.

“In fact, I’d love to show you exactly how frustrating I can be.”

She smirked. “Promise?”

“Oh yeah.”

“You’re going to make it hard to leave at the end of spring break.”

“And easy to come back. Plus I’m still planning to come up for graduation. It should be warmer by then, right?”

“Marginally.”

“Well, I’ll be there.”

They had already planned this out. He had insisted on attending her graduation. She’d tried to brush it off. Besides, no one had come to her high school graduation. But he was coming, he said, and helping her pack and driving her back. She tried to make light of it.

“Don’t trust me to find my way back alone.”

He grew serious. “You can go anywhere alone. I’m coming so you don’t have to.”

No one understood better than he how lonely the road could be. A person could survive with food and shelter. A person could make straight As and go to college and grow into a woman with only a few long-distance phone calls. But survival was a cold bedmate.

Dane had taught her she could have more, that she deserved love. And he’d showed her how to reach for it. That gift would live inside her forever, even if Dane hadn’t wanted her back. But he did. God, he did. More than wanting, he accepted her. That acceptance fell like warm rain on the smooth ocean surface, because they were alike. The swells of emotion, the flow of desire. It didn’t matter where they came from, above or below. They were made of the same stuff, destined to meet in the middle.


Chapter Twenty-Four
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Hubble’s Law: the farther a galaxy is from us, the faster it is moving away

Dane usually kept the windows down, but he was going too fast, the wind whipping at his ears. The truck let its age be known by shuddering and jolting until Dane relented. He rolled up the windows and blasted the radio instead, letting the music wash over him like a rhythmic wind.

Rock music. Groove music. Soul music.

He’d thought his days with such styles were numbered, that if he wanted to study music theory, it would be all classical, all the time. That was his father’s world. But the director of the music department at the University of Miami had been completely supportive of popular ensembles.

Especially when he’d listened to Dane play. Apparently Dane had a sharp ear and impeccable technique, as if he’d been classically trained—which he had been. Dane had muttered something about lessons as a kid in reply. He had conceded to using his father’s money for college. He wasn’t also going to trade on his name.

He needed to sleep like nobody’s business, but he pulled the truck into a library parking space with a mechanical grunt. Amy would be in class right now, no time to call her. But he had to talk to her. The words were inside him, a racehorse behind the gate, ready to fly. Sometimes the music felt that way too, spilling over—but he could play for anyone. For people on the street and for no one at all. His words, though, they were all for Amy. She was the journey. She was the finish line.

The library had a certain sound to it, a hum of murmured voices and turning pages. There was a tone to every kind of silence: loneliness or waiting or fear. The library’s quiet was peace, and Dane had pulled a library card out of the trash his first week on the island.

He used that same card now to log in to one of the computers. A man sat beside him, made bulky by layered jackets even on the warm spring day. The guy was looking down at his hands, but Dane felt his awareness of the people around him as strongly as a stare.

Dane forced his attention to the screen and opened his email.

I just got back from the tour, and I got some good news. Or kind of. I don’t know if this counts as good news. But the admissions lady said I still had a decent chance of getting in with a GED, especially to the music program because the audition is a huge part of their decision. And the music guy seemed cool with my demo so…at least, that’s what she said. Who knows. I got to tour the music building too. You wouldn’t believe it. There were fifteen baby grands all in a row. Your nightmare, right? And they were cool with my guitar. I thought it would be all classical all the time, but they said as long as you’re good with the theory portion, they are open to modern instruments. Course I didn’t tell them that the guitar has a longer history than the violin. But the theory is why I want to go there. It’s not even about elevating the guitar. It’s about being worthy of it. I sound like a dork now, I know that. I think that’s only going to get worse if I get in…

I did talk to a financial aid officer. I know, I know. And they said with me being under twenty-five and my father’s income being what it is, they can’t do much for me. So yeah, we knew that. So the only way to go is to take his money. I’m getting used to the idea. (It’s worth it, right?)

I know my dad thinks I still resent him about the shit that happened, but it’s not that. Or not completely that. Really I’ve just been relying on myself for so long it’s hard to go back. But this isn’t about going back. It’s about going forward.

I’m rambling now because I’m tired. I’m gonna sleep and hopefully wake up to talk to you tonight and then sleep some more. Tomorrow’s a full day of surfing lessons, so I should be aware—or awake at least.

God, I miss you. One week though. That’s crazy. I think about you all the time. I wonder what you’re doing and how you’re feeling. I feel like a stalker in my thoughts, like if I don’t know every detail you might not even be real.

Dane stared at the last paragraph. Hmm, maybe not. He deleted it and wrote a new line.

Tell me about your day. Miss you.

Dane shut the computer down. The guy beside him remained exactly as he had been, looking down at his hands while the monitor in front of him waited for a log-in. Dane glanced back at the front desk. The guy there seemed nice enough, but you never knew. Some people would cut you a break when they understood that he hadn’t left his ID at home; he’d never had one. They would give you a temporary log-in and look the other way. But other people would cut you down and kick you out. They’d call the cops, and it wasn’t worth the risk.

He fingered the smooth laminate card in his hand. A cheat. A crutch. Or a chance. Either way, he didn’t need it anymore. He slid it onto the table and walked away.

When he glanced back, it was gone, disappeared into one of many pockets.

Dane walked to the front desk and pulled out his driver’s license. His real ID with his real name. Daniel Malone.

“I’d like to apply for a library card.”
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Amy carefully opened the door to her dorm room, but her roommate was watching TV, not sleeping. Miranda was also graduating this semester with a major in sociology. She often kept the judge shows on mute, saying she could read everything from their expressions anyway. That was like a hobby for her.

Amy had once made the mistake of asking what Miranda read in her expressions.

Miranda had shrugged and said, You just seem kind of sad.

Now she glanced over the back of the sofa. “There you are. I thought you might’ve skipped out before graduation. You know, got cold feet.”

“I would’ve, but I had to meet with my advisor. He told me the key to a happy career.”

“Which is?”

“Never go to bed angry,” Amy said.

“I thought it was have sex every day.”

“Well, that was a given.”

Miranda snorted. “Since when did you get funny?”

“Since I started talking, I think.”

Her friend grinned. “I see. So, how about you come with me to the party off campus?”

Amy made a face. The thought of a party was more scary than awful, but she had years of rejecting invitations… Wow. Had she really turned down that many invites? Maybe not a huge number in the scheme of college life, but people had asked her to join in. She had just refused them, so caught up in her academics and her private grief.

“I’ll come.”

Miranda’s eyebrows shot up. “Okay then.” She drew out the words. “I’ll get dressed and we can go.”

Amy settled into the chair while she waited, watching the mouths move on the TV. Sounds came from the bathroom as Miranda got ready. After a second Amy pulled her laptop from her backpack. So she was going to be social. That didn’t mean she had to give up work entirely, right? With a wry grin aimed at herself, she flipped up the screen.

A new email popped up, bold and—from Dane. With a quick glance at the closed bathroom door, she clicked on the email. A smile teased her mouth as she heard his voice in her head, how excited he sounded and the way his voice got rough when he’d been awake too long.

She reached for her cell phone…and then pulled back. He would be sleeping now. She shouldn’t wake him, especially considering he’d just finished a long drive. And had another, even longer drive in a few days when he came up for her graduation.

Miranda left out of the bathroom and dug through the kitchen cabinets. “Do you know where the tequila is?”

“I think we drank it after your last final.”

“The whole bottle? Never mind, that final was horrible. Okay, we have to stop by the store on the way. Let’s move.”

“Give me a minute, okay? I have to send something out.”

Miranda rolled her eyes, mumbling something about a workaholic, but pulled out her scarves and began sorting through them. She had a ton of scarves and always matched them to her outfit.

Amy hit Reply and started typing, her fingers flying as she rushed through it.

What are you talking about? That is great news. Like, really great.

Yeah, I know the money part is tough, but like you said before, your dad can afford it, and anyway, it will make him feel better. Seriously I’m so thrilled for you. Fifteen baby grands is my nightmare, but it’s your dream. I really think it’s going to work out. I think you’re going to get in and your dad’s going to help you and I will be cheering you on at every recital. (By that I mean politely clapping, but I’ll find better ways to congratulate you after!)

Speaking of which…while you were off doing campus tours, I was missing you. And your call. And the bedtime routine. But tonight…

My day was way less eventful. Oh, I did get a call from Silicon Valley. They offered me a job with a base salary and stock, the works. It was flattering, but then again, with the cost of living I’d be living in someone’s attic. How do you feel about teaching surfing in the Pacific? Haha, just kidding.

I love you. Miss you lots. Talk to you soon.

“Amy, seriously, my God. Do not make me unplug you forcibly.”

“I’m coming, I’m coming.” She hit Send, shut the lid, and met her friend at the door. The gold-and-cream chevron scarf would look good with Amy’s cashmere sweater and would turn her clothes from casual to party wear. “Can I borrow one of those?”

“Oh, Ames.” Miranda shook her head. “I thought you’d never ask.”
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She’d gotten an offer?

Dane stared at the screen, unblinking. He knew her mother had been pushing her to apply, but he hadn’t realized Amy had actually done it. Or maybe she hadn’t applied; maybe they just heard about her through some sort of genius grapevine. He had no freaking clue how it even worked. The world she worked in—lived in—was shrouded in mystery, filled with snow and surrounded with hazy glass, and he was just the clumsy hands who would shake it all up.

Even if she did have to live in someone’s attic, a job in Silicon Valley was a big freaking deal. Bigger than a research facility in a faded building that might have to shut down at any moment.

The clock in the library told him it was nine. He had a long day at the Shack scheduled, then bussing tables at Guido’s. And then he’d be on the road, heading for her graduation. To bring her home. Or to say goodbye.

How do you feel about teaching surfing in the Pacific?

That was assuming she’d want him to come with her. She might feel stuck with him. What was he thinking? Of course she felt stuck with him. He’d basically latched himself to her. He’d used her to pull himself out of the water, and now she would always be wondering if he would sink without her.

Well, would he? No, he would make it without her. He’d work his jobs and apply to the university. He’d be fucking miserable without her, but he’d do it all anyway. He’d always known she deserved better than him. He’d just loved her too damn much to let her go.

And now he loved her too much to make her stay.

He hit Compose and typed out a short message.

I think you should take the Silicon Valley job. It’s a once in a lifetime thing, right? So don’t blow it.

Before he could think twice, he hit Send and left the library with his head down.
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Amy yawned and flipped open her laptop. His words blurred in front of her. She grew cold as she read Dane’s email. And then read it again. And again.

Her heart sank. Her throat felt tight. He wanted her to take the job?

He wanted her to take a job she didn’t even care about. A job where he wouldn’t be with her, apparently, since there was no mention of him coming with her. Not that she expected him to move for her. But she hadn’t expected him to want her to go either.

For a full minute she was held immobile by a painful pulsing hurt she felt all the way to her toes. Then she felt angry. How dare he? Then hurt again. She wanted to pretend she’d never read the email, that he’d never sent it.

God.

She wanted to read between the lines of the email, but there was literally one line. Nothing to read between or interpret differently.

So don’t blow it.

Had he decided to channel her mother? Because gross.

But there was that other thing he’d said. Once in a lifetime. As if the job was something special instead of the thing she’d been avoiding. He might have thought she wanted to take it. He might’ve thought she was seriously asking him to move to California. In an email. And he was trying to let her down gently, like thanks but no thanks.

She looked at the clock. He would be at Guido’s right now. Interrupting him at work was not okay. She repeated that to herself while her fingers tangled together. That was how Miranda found her.

“Uh, are you okay? You look like your cat just died, but you don’t have a cat, so…”

“I think my boyfriend might have just broken up with me.”

Miranda stared for a minute, then took a seat at the dinette table beside her. “Well, yeah. I can see why that’s upsetting. I mean, I didn’t even know you had a boyfriend, so what does that say about our relationship—”

“Miranda!”

“Okay, okay. What did he say exactly?”

“He said I should take the job offer. The one in California.”

“And he doesn’t live in California.”

“Not even close.”

“Well, how did he say it? Did you record him saying it? I can probably figure out his tone.”

“What? No, I didn’t record him. It was over email.”

“Oh, that’s different. Too hard to tell tone over email.”

“Have you ever recorded our conversations?”

“The important thing is to talk to him over the phone. Then you can figure out his tone.”

Amy glared at her. “You have, haven’t you?”

Miranda raised her eyebrows. “Ticktock.”

Damn it, she was right. In person would be ideal, and he was scheduled to work late today and she didn’t arrive in Florida for another twenty-four hours. Way too long for this to hang over her head.

“No more recording me.”

“Fine,” Miranda muttered as she headed for her room.

She tried his place first—unsurprised when he didn’t answer. He was working extra-long hours to make up for the trip to Miami. For a minute she pondered leaving it at that. A message, an email. But she needed to hear his voice.

The restaurant didn’t have its own website, but an island tourist page listed the telephone numbers of all the businesses on the dock. The phone rang four, five, six times… She imagined a busy kitchen, the shrill ring barely audible above the din.

“Guido’s Italian Grill.”

“Yes, I was wondering if—”

“Say again?”

She raised her voice. “Is Dane there?”

A pause. “One minute.”

She waited, her palms sweating. Would he be mad for her calling? She hoped he wouldn’t get in trouble, but he’d always said Guido was a cool boss. Still, she didn’t know what was normal for restaurants or whether it would be okay.

The same person came back. “He’s already left.”


Chapter Twenty-Five
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No one was coming.

Amy repeated that thought to herself as if it could lower her expectations. As if she could suddenly grow immune to rejection, to abandonment, when she hadn’t ever been before. She could solve proofs and design complicated circuitry, but she’d never had the ability not to care. Dane had only made that worse. Now her hurt was more acute…and more unexpected.

She understood why he wasn’t coming. She already knew not to expect her mother—even though she’d mailed an invite in a moment of weakness. Her uncle had sent a blank card with a check for a thousand dollars. So no one would be in the audience for her today, and that was fine.

Really.

“Who are you looking for?” Miranda asked.

“No one,” Amy mumbled.

Miranda gave her a knowing look. “Someone’s got it bad.”

Yeah, she could admit it. “I’m crazy about him.”

“Not just you, sweets. Guys don’t stay up at one a.m. talking about how much they miss you if they aren’t serious.” Miranda made kissing sounds, and Amy’s cheeks flamed with embarrassment. God, dorm room walls were thin. “And besides, you’ve been different since you got back from Florida.”

“Not sad?” she asked wryly.

“Definitely not sad. More like…at ease.”

Yeah, she was. At ease with Dane and with her career. At ease with herself. Even the uncertainty of leaving him had felt less tragic…more like closing your eyes at night, having faith that the world would be bright again in the morning.

The dean of Amy’s department called for them to line up, and she had to leave the wing of the stage. The curtain closed on a sea of people and their murmured conversation. No familiar faces.

She took her place in line and prepared to walk alone.
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For so many years Dane hadn’t felt anything. He’d been numb to the cold nights and his empty stomach. He’d been numb to life itself, and he’d liked it that way until Amy.

She was his opposite in every way. Soft skin to his tanned leathery hide. Sleek black hair to his dirty blond. And though he could smile without meaning it, she hadn’t smiled much at all. Her full lips would press together, as if she was holding herself in, everything so bottled up he could feel it seeping out of her skin. She vibrated with feeling, and in those first quiet moments on the park bench he’d felt something too.

She still vibrated with feeling, sitting in her black gown and cap, walking across the stage. And now, chatting with someone he guessed was her graduate advisor and a couple of other students. They could feel it too. Thirty years older or not, the advisor was still looking at her with an awe that was entirely male. Of course, if Dane mentioned it, Amy would laugh and accuse him of being jealous again. Which, yeah.

Not that she would do anything about it. But those guys had more in common with her, really. They were her intellectual equal while he…wasn’t. He was the frog she’d decided to kiss. It hadn’t turned him into a prince—his father’s money notwithstanding—but it had made him feel human again.

“Hey, you.” She nudged her arm against his after crossing the grass. “I thought you couldn’t make it.”

“Drove all night.”

“Dane!” she said with only halfhearted censure. “You didn’t have to do that.”

A strand of her hair had blown across her face, catching on her lips. He reached up to tuck it behind her ear just because he could—and in case any of the guys from her class were watching. Taken. He wanted to mark her that way, which was primitive—and stupid since she might not even be his.

“I wanted to. You looked amazing on stage. I might have whooped.”

“I might have heard you.” Her sly smile said she’d noticed it and liked it too. “Why didn’t you come say hi? They were asking about you.”

Yeah, he bet they were. “Didn’t want to interrupt.”

“Mmm. Do you want to get out of here?”

“Nah, I’m good.”

She gave him a knowing smile. “You’re really dying, aren’t you?”

“A little bit.” The black suit was stifling, even in the cool, crisp air. Plus it reminded him of his father. He might be on speaking terms with the man, but he was far from wanting to be him.

“I’m ready to go. My stuff’s already packed, so I can change and be on the road in twenty minutes.”

“Really.”

She drew the word out. “Really.”

“What about the job in California?”

“I turned that down when they called, and—I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have sprung it on you like that in an email. I wasn’t thinking.”

He went still. “Call them. Tell them it was a mistake. They’ll still want you.”

“I don’t want that, Dane. I want you.”

Her words sank into his skin slowly, like water saturating the ground. “You want me.”

She smiled slyly, drawing the words out again. “Yeah, I do.”

Something eased inside him. She wanted him, even knowing exactly where he came from, what he’d done. She’d accepted him completely when she’d walked right up to him on the beach and stood two feet away, silent and watching. When she sent furtive glances from the park bench, when he’d left her alone because that was the only way to keep her safe, to keep himself safe. And the whole time she’d opened up to him, trusted him, loved him—she’d accepted him then too.

He just never wanted to make her choose between him and a dream job.

But looking into her eyes, he knew he wouldn’t have to.

“And you like our bedtime routine.” He grinned while she blushed faint pink. “Then let’s not miss another one. But we don’t have to leave to do that. Are you sure? I’ve been hearing buzz about an after party. We could go to that. Crash in your room for the night.”

She scrunched her nose. “With a bunch of people you don’t know? I don’t even know most of them.”

“You know me. I’d come with you.”

“Mmm, no thanks. I’ve already said my goodbyes.” She held his gaze, daring him to say something. His shoulders relaxed, and she sighed. “Anyway, you look exhausted. So how about this: I drive. You kick your feet up on the dash and sing emo songs to the radio. And if you want to take a nap, even better.”

“Excuse me. I don’t sing emo songs.”

“Oh. My mistake.”

“Damn straight.” He paused and rubbed his jaw. “They might be emo. A little, under certain lighting. But you like it.”

“I love it. And I love you.”

“Fine.” He used a fake grudging tone even though he loved hearing her say that. And even though—hallelujah—he could be back in his jeans and his truck very soon. Back inside her soon, but he wouldn’t say that to her. Or maybe he would. She liked it when he talked dirty even more than when he sang emo songs.

A glint entered her eyes. “You’re thinking about sex.”

“What makes you say that?”

“It’s an expression you get. Kind of…pained, almost. And dreamy.”

“Dreamy? Hell. It’s cute that you think I’m thinking about sex only some of the time.”

She laughed—but who was joking? Whatever; he laughed too. She always had that effect on him. A sort of euphoria that made the whole world brighter and sharper. It wasn’t anything as one dimensional as happiness. She had become his everything: his light, his dark. His midday sun and northern star.

He didn’t have to leave anymore. Didn’t want to. He had been an explorer once, a crude one, but she’d given him a new map. And when he looked up, he saw all the promise of the place where he stood—beside her.

“Come on, Cornell. Let’s go home.”

She slipped her hand in his. “Already there.”

[image: *]*

 


Thank you for reading How to Say Goodbye. I hope you enjoyed Dane and Any’s story! And I have a brand new sexy, emotional, standalone romance out now! ESCORT is the story of a male escort and a virgin.

One-click ESCORT now >

And I’m so pleased to offer a sneak peek of my next release! THE PAWN is a brand new full-length dark contemporary novel about revenge and seduction in the game of love…

“Sinfully sexy and darkly beautiful, The Pawn will play games with your heart and leave you craving more!”

~ Laura Kaye, New York Times bestselling author
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Wind whips around my ankles, flapping the bottom of my black trench coat. Beads of moisture form on my eyelashes. In the short walk from the cab to the stoop, my skin has slicked with humidity left by the rain.

Carved vines and ivy leaves decorate the ornate wooden door.

I have some knowledge of antique pieces, but I can’t imagine the price tag on this one—especially exposed to the elements and the whims of vandals. I suppose even criminals know enough to leave the Den alone.

Officially the Den is a gentlemen’s club, the old-world kind with cigars and private invitations. Unofficially it’s a collection of the most powerful men in Tanglewood. Dangerous men. Criminals, even if they wear a suit while breaking the law.

A heavy brass knocker in the shape of a fierce lion warns away any visitors. I’m desperate enough to ignore that warning. My heart thuds in my chest and expands out, pulsing in my fingers, my toes. Blood rushes through my ears, drowning out the whoosh of traffic behind me.

I grasp the thick ring and knock—once, twice.

Part of me fears what will happen to me behind that door. A bigger part of me is afraid the door won’t open at all. I can’t see any cameras set into the concrete enclave, but they have to be watching. Will they recognize me? I’m not sure it would help if they did. Probably best that they see only a desperate girl, because that’s all I am now.

The softest scrape comes from the door. Then it opens.

I’m struck by his eyes, a deep amber color—like expensive brandy and almost translucent. My breath catches in my throat, lips frozen against words like please and help. Instinctively I know they won’t work; this isn’t a man given to mercy. The tailored cut of his shirt, its sleeves carelessly rolled up, tells me he’ll extract a price. One I can’t afford to pay.

There should have been a servant, I thought. A butler. Isn’t that what fancy gentlemen’s clubs have? Or maybe some kind of a security guard. Even our house had a housekeeper answer the door—at least, before. Before we fell from grace.

Before my world fell apart.

The man makes no move to speak, to invite me in or turn me away. Instead he stares at me with vague curiosity, with a trace of pity, the way one might watch an animal in the zoo. That might be how the whole world looks to these men, who have more money than God, more power than the president.

That might be how I looked at the world, before.

My throat feels tight, as if my body fights this move, even while my mind knows it’s the only option. “I need to speak with Damon Scott.”

Scott is the most notorious loan shark in the city. He deals with large sums of money, and nothing less will get me through this. We have been introduced, and he left polite society by the time I was old enough to attend events regularly. There were whispers, even then, about the young man with ambition. Back then he had ties to the underworld—and now he’s its king.

One thick eyebrow rises. “What do you want with him?”

A sense of familiarity fills the space between us even though I know we haven’t met. This man is a stranger, but he looks at me as if he wants to know me. He looks at me as if he already does. There’s an intensity to his eyes when they sweep over my face, as firm and as telling as a touch.

“I need…” My heart thuds as I think about all the things I need—a rewind button. One person in the city who doesn’t hate me by name alone. “I need a loan.”

He gives me a slow perusal, from the nervous slide of my tongue along my lips to the high neckline of my clothes. I tried to dress professionally—a black cowl-necked sweater and pencil skirt. His strange amber gaze unbuttons my coat, pulls away the expensive cotton, tears off the fabric of my bra and panties. He sees right through me, and I shiver as a ripple of awareness runs over my skin.

I’ve met a million men in my life. Shaken hands. Smiled. I’ve never felt as seen through as I do right now. Never felt like someone has turned me inside out, every dark secret exposed to the harsh light. He sees my weaknesses, and from the cruel set of his mouth, he likes them.

His lids lower. “And what do you have for collateral?”

Nothing except my word. That wouldn’t be worth anything if he knew my name. I swallow past the lump in my throat. “I don’t know.”

Nothing.

He takes a step forward, and suddenly I’m crowded against the brick wall beside the door, his large body blocking out the warm light from inside. He feels like a furnace in front of me, the heat of him in sharp contrast to the cold brick at my back. “What’s your name, girl?”

The word girl is a slap in the face. I force myself not to flinch, but it’s hard. Everything about him overwhelms me—his size, his low voice. “I’ll tell Mr. Scott my name.”

In the shadowed space between us, his smile spreads, white and taunting. The pleasure that lights his strange yellow eyes is almost sensual, as if I caressed him. “You’ll have to get past me.”

My heart thuds. He likes that I’m challenging him, and God, that’s even worse. What if I’ve already failed? I’m free-falling, tumbling, turning over without a single hope to anchor me. Where will I go if he turns me away? What will happen to my father?

“Let me go,” I whisper, but my hope fades fast.

His eyes flash with warning. “Little Avery James, all grown up.”

A small gasp resounds in the space between us. He already knows my name. That means he knows who my father is. He knows what he’s done. Denials rush to my throat, pleas for understanding. The hard set of his eyes, the broad strength of his shoulders tells me I won’t find any mercy here.

I square my shoulders. I’m desperate but not broken. “If you know my name, you know I have friends in high places. Connections. A history in this city. That has to be worth something. That’s my collateral.”

Those connections might not even take my call, but I have to try something. I don’t know if it will be enough for a loan or even to get me through the door. Even so, a faint feeling of family pride rushes over my skin. Even if he turns me away, I’ll hold my head high.

Golden eyes study me. Something about the way he said little Avery James felt familiar, but I’ve never seen this man. At least I don’t think we’ve met. Something about the otherworldly glow of those eyes whispers to me, like a melody I’ve heard before.

On his driver’s license it probably says something mundane, like brown. But that word can never encompass the way his eyes seem almost luminous, orbs of amber that hold the secrets of the universe. Brown can never describe the deep golden hue of them, the indelible opulence in his fierce gaze.

“Follow me,” he says.

Relief courses through me, flooding numb limbs, waking me up enough that I wonder what I’m doing here. These aren’t men, they’re animals. They’re predators, and I’m prey. Why would I willingly walk inside?

What other choice do I have?

I step over the veined marble threshold.

The man closes the door behind me, shutting out the rain and the traffic, the entire city disappeared in one soft turn of the lock. Without another word he walks down the hall, deeper into the shadows. I hurry to follow him, my chin held high, shoulders back, for all the world as if I were an invited guest. Is this how the gazelle feels when she runs over the plains, a study in grace, poised for her slaughter?

The entire world goes black behind the staircase, only breath, only bodies in the dark. Then he opens another thick wooden door, revealing a dimly lit room of cherrywood and cut crystal, of leather and smoke. Barely I see dark eyes, dark suits. Dark men.

I have the sudden urge to hide behind the man with the golden eyes. He’s wide and tall, with hands that could wrap around my waist. He’s a giant of a man, rough-hewn and hard as stone.

Except he’s not here to protect me.

He could be the most dangerous of all.
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The price of survival…

Gabriel Miller swept into my life like a storm. He tore down my father with cold retribution, leaving him penniless in a hospital bed. I quit my private all-girl’s college to take care of the only family I have left.

There’s one way to save our house, one thing I have left of value.

My virginity.

A forbidden auction…

Gabriel appears at every turn. He seems to take pleasure in watching me fall. Other times he’s the only kindness in a brutal underworld.

Except he’s playing a deeper game than I know. Every move brings us together, every secret rips us apart. And when the final piece is played, only one of us can be left standing.

“Skye Warren’s THE PAWN is a triumph of intrigue, angst, and sensual drama. I was clenching everything. Gabriel and Avery sucked me in from the first few paragraphs and never let go.”

—New York Times bestselling author Annabel Joseph

One-click The Pawn now!
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